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From the Editor

The Autumn issue of Parameters opens with a forum featuring two 
contributions that highlight some important Challenges for US Civil-Military 
Relations. The first contribution, “Policy Revolt: Army Opposition to 
the Korea Withdrawal Plan” by Eric Setzekorn, argues senior US Army 
leaders adopted a Fabian strategy of indirect resistance to Carter’s desire 
to reduce the number of troops stationed in Korea. The strategy worked. 
But the author leaves us wondering whether that success was a positive 
development for US civil-military relations. The second article, “The 
Walter Reed Scandal and the All-Volunteer Force” by Richard Malish, 
provides intriguing evidence that the American public might have put 
the AVF on a pedestal high enough that it harms civil-military relations.

Our second forum, On Alliances and Coalitions, offers three essays 
addressing the importance of integrating disparate perspectives under 
a common strategy. The first article, “Fighting and Learning in the 
Great War: Four Lessons in Coalition Warfare” by Kelly Grieco, 
describes the key insights the United States and its allies drew, or ought 
to have drawn, during the First World War. All of these, as Grieco 
shows, have immediate relevance today. The second contribution to 
the forum, Vinay Kaura’s article “India-US Relations: From Distant 
Partners to an Alliance” suggests American and Indian interests are 
converging in a manner that makes an alliance between them, hitherto 
inconceivable, now a worthy objective. Paul Vera Delzo’s “Toward a 
Whole-of-Government Approach: Revamping Peru’s Strategy Process” 
describes how Peru can obtain greater efficiency and effectiveness from 
its strategies by integrating all government agencies.

The final forum, On Clausewitz, presents two articles that challenge 
nontraditional interpretations of On War. Richard Milburn’s “Reclaiming 
Clausewitz’s Theory of Victory” takes on Emile Simpson’s “Clausewitz’s 
Theory of War and Victory in Contemporary Conflict” (Parameters Winter 
2017–18). Milburn rejects Simpson’s view and maintains Clausewitz’s 
theory of victory remains relevant in the twenty-first century. Brandon 
Euhus’s “A Clausewitzian Response to ‘Hyperwarfare’ ” urges military 
planners to remember the human dimension of war, as expounded upon 
by military writers from Thucydides to Mao Zedong, is ultimately the 
decisive one. ~AJE





Challenges for Civil-
Military relations

Policy Revolt: Army Opposition 
to the Korea Withdrawal Plan

Eric B. Setzekorn
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Dr. Eric B. Setzekorn, 
an historian with the 
US Army Center of  
Military History and 
an adjunct professor 
at George Washington 
University, recently 
published The Rise and 
Fall of  an Officer Corps: 
The Republic of  China 
Military, 1942–1955.

ABSTRACT: In the mid-1970s, Jimmy Carter, first as a candidate 
and later as president, announced his intention to remove US forces 
from the Korean peninsula. By publicly opposing the plan as part 
of  a Fabian strategy, senior Army leaders gained public support of  
their position and the president suspended the planned withdrawal.

D irect military opposition to national policy is rare and generally 
unsuccessful. In the late 1970s, however, senior Army officers 
in Korea directly opposed President Jimmy Carter’s goal of  

withdrawing US troops from the Korean peninsula. After the relief  of  one 
general officer, they adopted an indirect strategy that included inflating 
threat assessments of  North Korea and cultivating ties with congressional 
members skeptical of  Carter’s plan. These efforts succeeded, and Carter 
decided in 1979 to suspend the withdrawal of  US troops. This episode 
illustrates a fundamental ethical and bureaucratic tension between 
servicemembers’ desires to influence defense policy, particularly in 
regions or on topics where the military has long-standing connections 
and expertise, and their desire to serve their civilian masters honorably. 
This article describes how Army officers effectively circumvented official 
policy by using bureaucratic measures that also protected them from 
being relieved from duty.

Studies of disagreements between presidential administrations and 
military officers abound. But most focus on major crisis events—such as 
Harry S. Truman’s firing of General Douglas MacArthur or the actions, 
or inactions, of the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Vietnam—which obscure a 
much wider range of civil-military interactions that often shape defense 
policies. Recent academic attention on the relief of officers and military 
resignations unfortunately highlights rare situations rather than the day-
to-day policy process.1 The debate on military resignations is particularly 
puerile because only one Army general officer, Major General Edwin A. 
Walker, has resigned since World War II.2

Rather than opposing policy directly, US officers have had more 
success with a Fabian strategy of gradually leveraging Congress, the 

1      James M. Dubik, “Taking a ‘Pro’ Position on Principled Resignation,” Armed Forces and Society 
43, no. 1 (January 2017): 17–28; Jim Golby, “Beyond the Resignation Debate: A New Framework for 
Civil-Military Dialogue,” Strategic Studies Quarterly 9, no. 3 (Fall 2015): 18–46; Peter D. Feaver, “Resign 
in Protest? A Cure Worse Than Most Diseases,” Armed Forces and Society 43, no. 1 (January 2017): 
29–40; and Don M. Snider, “Should General Dempsey Resign? Army Professionals and the Moral 
Space for Dissent,” Strategic Studies Institute, October 21, 2014.

2      Warren Weaver Jr., “Pension Restored for Gen. Walker,” New York Times, July 24, 1983, 17.
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media, and elements of the bureaucracy, such as the intelligence services, 
to exhaust a presidential administration’s resolve. Roman General Fabius 
delayed and obstructed the Carthaginian General Hannibal in a similar 
manner. In a direct battle, presidential authority can be overpowering. 
In such cases, an administration has every incentive to demonstrate its 
power. In contrast, a recalcitrant institution, which is decentralized and 
has deep connections to other organizations, can force an administration 
to expend irreplaceable time and capital in the political equivalent of a 
guerilla war.

General Colin Powell’s successful effort to stop President Bill 
Clinton’s gays-in-the-military initiative provides a classic example 
of a Fabian strategy in civil-military relations. Through consultation 
with sympathetic members of Congress from both parties, a network 
of retired generals, and public statements that obliquely encouraged 
critiques of the president, Powell slowed the implementation of an 
announced policy. After a nearly yearlong delay, a much different “Don’t 
Ask, Don’t Tell” policy emerged that maintained a ban on homosexuals 
serving openly in the US military.3

The actions of Army officers, particularly those of the United 
Nations Commander, and later Chief of Staff of the Army, General John 
W. Vessey Jr., in delaying and rallying opposition to stop presidential 
decisions to withdraw troops from Korea is a more impressive 
demonstration of the Army’s institutional power. In the late 1970’s, 
Vessey was outside Washington, DC, and the Army, still reeling from 
Vietnam, had little public support.

Moreover, the dispute centered on military basing overseas, a subject 
that did not have a natural domestic political constituency to energize 
public opinion. As in the Powell case, Army officers working to stop 
the withdrawal noted a lack of consultation before President Carter’s 
decision, which was perceived as both a flawed policy process and 
disrespectful to the military. The Army made the topic a public debate 
where it could use specialized information and professional expertise to 
stymie a presidential policy that clashed with the Army’s assessments of 
America’s national security interests.

A Leader, for a Change
In the post-Watergate election of 1976, Georgia Governor Jimmy 

Carter projected an image that conveyed transparency and simplicity in 
government, using the campaign slogan “A Leader, for a Change.” During 
the campaign, he made vague statements about phasing out US troops 
in South Korea, explaining, “he favored taking US troops out of Korea 
and would be prepared to begin as soon as he became President.” 4 Some 
reports indicated analysts from the Brookings Institution convinced 

3      Peter D. Feaver, Armed Servants: Agency, Oversight, and Civil-Military Relations (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2003), 201–4; and Daniel Bessner and Eric Lorber, “Toward a Theory of  
Civil-Military Punishment,” Armed Forces and Society 38, no. 4 (October 2012): 658–61.

4      Don Oberdorfer, “Carter’s Decision on Korea Traced Back to January, 1975,” Washington Post, 
June 12, 1977.
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Carter to believe “the large US presence in South Korea amounted to a 
‘trip wire’ that could automatically involve the United States in another 
Asian land war.” 5 These analysts, many of whom would later work for 
the Carter administration, argued for the United States to draw down 
forces overseas to focus primarily on Japan, leaving Korea and Taiwan 
as tangential Third World security interests.6

Carter was also drawing on a new generation of foreign policy 
analysts who were shaped by what they perceived to be the lessons of 
Vietnam, foremost among them an overreach in American objectives 
and an excessive use of military force. Many of Carter’s policies, 
particularly those for East Asia and Korea, were formulated by Jerome 
Cohen, a well-known peace activist with an antimilitary reputation, who 
had no military experience and was a staunch critic of South Korean 
President Park Chung Hee’s human rights abuses. On June 23, 1976, 
Carter implied military support would be contingent on larger issues 
in the bilateral relationship and on subjective moral assessments rather 
than an objective security policy:

I believe it will be possible to withdraw our ground forces from South Korea 
on a phased basis over a time span to be determined after consultation with 
both South Korea and Japan. At the same time, it should be made clear to 
the South Korean Government that its internal oppression is repugnant to 
our people, and undermines the support of  our commitment there.7

Carter’s withdrawal plan fulfilled several key political goals. First, 
it offered Carter an opportunity to reinforce his moral policies and to 
provide a high-minded rationale for the withdrawal. Second, removing 
US forces from Korea provided the president the option to commit 
forces elsewhere. Lastly, withdrawal respected the public’s skepticism of 
foreign military engagement, particularly in Asia, giving Carter an easy 
political win.

During his first months in office, Carter attempted to create policies 
and strategies that reflected his campaign promises, and the withdrawal 
of ground forces from Korea was given high priority. He immediately 
directed the Policy Review Committee (PRC) to reexamine US policies 
toward the Korean peninsula before March 7, 1977. 8 Normally the 
member of the National Security Council with a primary interest in 
the issue chaired the committee. But despite the military nature of the 
issue, the State Department’s Cyrus Vance led the committee. As the 

5      Larry A. Niksch, “U.S. Troop Withdrawal from South Korea: Past Shortcomings and Future 
Prospects,” Asian Survey 21 (March 1981): 326–28; and Steven L. Rearden and Kenneth R. Foulks, 
The Joint Chiefs of  Staff  and National Policy, 1977–1980 (Washington DC: Office of  Joint History, 
2015), 154.

6      Barry M. Blechman, Edward M. Gramlich, and Robert W. Hartman, Setting National Priorities: 
The 1975 Budget (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1974), 129.

7      Jimmy Carter, “Relations between the World’s Democracies” (speech, Foreign Policy 
Association, New York, NY, June 23, 1976) Department of  State, Office of  the Historian, accessed 
November 14, 2018.

8      Jimmy Carter to the Attorney General, memorandum, “Korea: Presidential Review 
Memorandum/NSC-13,” January 29, 1977, Washington, DC, Carter Presidential Library and 
Museum, accessed November 27, 2018.
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administration sought to accelerate the process to reach a predeter- 
mined conclusion, senior officials also endeavored to limit military 
participation. On February 2, 1977, National Security Advisor 
Zbigneiw Brzezinski’s staff successfully cancelled Vessey’s upcoming 
Congressional testimony based upon the general’s opposition to 
the withdrawal.9

Early in the review process, the administration appeared to have 
already decided its policy to the point that Department of Defense input 
would merely be a formality. To many, Vice President Walter Mondale’s 
public statement, “We will phase down our ground forces only in close 
consultation and cooperation with the Governments of Japan and 
South Korea,” confirmed the policy had already been decided.10 In 
fact, Carter privately confirmed he had reached a decision on March 
5, 1977—before comments or discussion from the State Department, 
Defense Department, or Central Intelligence Agency—when he gave 
a handwritten note to Brzezinski and Vance: “American forces will be 
withdrawn. Air cover continued.” 11 Since the president announced the 
4-to-5 year withdrawal schedule nearly two months before the policy 
became official, many in the bureaucracy felt no genuine discussion had 
occurred.12 The review had been a check-the-block exercise centered not 
on whether to withdraw but how.

Overall, the president’s development of a new national security policy 
regarding the Korean peninsula was severely flawed. The administration 
made poorly considered campaign promises official through a sham 
process that excluded major sources of information indicative of Samuel 
Huntington’s observation: “The problem of the modern state is not 
armed revolt but the relation of the expert to the politician.” 13 Driven by 
his desire to be a popular politician, Carter created severe tension with 
his primary experts on South Korea—US Army officers.

An Army in Opposition
The withdrawal plan was not popular with US Army officers in 

South Korea. As the Korean War approached a stalemate in 1953, the 
US presence there rapidly declined from roughly 400,000 troops to a 
stable deterrent force of roughly 55,000 personnel, mostly assigned to 
two Army divisions. During the 1950s and early 1960s, an assignment to 

    9      Michael Armacost to Zbigniew Brzezinski, memorandum, 0297, “General Vessey’s Testimony 
on Korean Troop Withdrawals,” February 2, 1977, container 1, NSA 26, records of  the Office of  the 
National Security Advisor (Brzezinski), Carter Presidential Library and Museum.

10      Hubert H. Humphrey and John Glenn, U.S. Troop Withdrawal from the Republic of  Korea: A 
Report to the Committee on Foreign Relations, United States Senate (Washington, DC: US Government 
Printing Office, 1978), 20.

11      “Handwritten Note from Jimmy Carter for Zbigniew Brzezinski and Cyrus Vance, 5 March 
1977,” in The Carter Chill: US-ROK-DPRK Trilateral Relations, 1976–1979 (Washington DC: North 
Korea International Documentation Project, n.d.), 77.

12      Humphrey and Glenn, U.S. Troop Withdrawal, 20; and Jimmy Carter to the Vice President, 
Secretary of  State, and Secretary of  Defense, “U.S. Policy in Korea Presidential Directive/NSC-12,” 
May 5, 1977, Washington, DC, Carter Presidential Library and Museum, accessed November 27, 2018.

13      Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of  Civil-Military Relations 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957), 20.
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Korea served as a stepping-stone to higher rank. Both General Lyman 
L. Lemnitzer and General George H. Decker commanded the Eighth 
Army in Korea before serving as the chief of staff of the Army.

After the withdrawal of US forces from Vietnam, senior Army 
leaders, in the role of United Nations commander, wielded tremendous 
influence within South Korea. Ambassador William Gleysteen remarked 
that General Richard G. Stilwell “knew he was very important to the 
Koreans, because ‘he’ provided security and military assistance to 
them—not to mention use of the Command’s golf course and clubs. The 
embassy, on the other hand, was usually the source of complaints and 
problems.” 14 During the late 1970s, the increasingly authoritarian South 
Korean government led by Park Chung Hee looked for support from 
America’s military officers rather than the State Department’s civilian 
officials. Many Americans, including Vessey, who was the commander 
of US and UN forces in Korea, felt the senior US commander had more 
access to Park than the US ambassador.15

Shortly after Carter was sworn in, Vessey expressed his misgivings 
on the withdrawal plan publicly to the Washington Post and privately to 
the president. While the general’s arguments were not in-line with the 
president’s thinking, the withdrawal policy was technically still under 
review and there were no official guidelines restricting the discussion 
of it.16 Other senior Army leaders were also critical of the policy. 
Lieutenant General John H. Cushman, commander of I Corps in Korea, 
wrote an article supporting a robust US presence in South Korea. But a 
prepublication review determined his views were “contrary to policy.” 17

During a visit to Korea in late April 1977, Chief of Staff of the 
Army Bernard W. Rogers told senior military leaders that, despite the 
ongoing policy review, “the decision in my opinion has been made to 
withdraw the forces, and what remains is how they will be withdrawn—
what schedule and what numbers for each milestone.” 18 Presidential 
Directive/National Security Council 12 (PD/NSC-12) confirmed his 
opinion. One brigade would leave South Korea before December 1978; 
the second, June 1980.19 The State and Defense Departments received 
tasking memorandums and military assistance plans for the withdrawal.

Army officers in Korea continued to see the withdrawal plan as 
ill-considered and hastily approved. Moreover, “an informal plan” 

14      William H. Gleysteen Jr. (ambassador to South Korea from 1978–81), interview with 
Thomas Stern, June 10, 1997 (Arlington, VA: Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training 
Foreign Affairs Oral History Project [ADST], 2000), 132.

15      Gen John W. Vessey Jr. (commanding general of  the Eighth US Army; commander of  US 
Forces, Korea; and commander in chief  of  the United Nations command in Korea from 1976–79), 
interview 19 with Thomas Saylor, August 29, 2012 (Saint Paul, MN: Concordia University, 2014), 24.

16      Vessey, interview 20, September 6, 2012, 12–13.
17      John H. Cushman, Korea 1976–1978—A Memoir (self-pub., October 2013), 25.
18      Hearings on Review of  the Policy Decision to Withdraw United States Ground Forces from Korea Before 

the Investigations Subcommittee of  the Committee on Armed Services, House of  Representatives, 95th cong. 83 
(1977) (statement of  Bernard W. Rogers, Chief  of  Staff  of  the Army).

19      Jimmy Carter to the Vice President, Secretary of  State, and Secretary of  Defense, “U.S. Policy 
in Korea Presidential Directive/NSC-12,” May 5, 1977, Washington, DC, Carter Presidential Library 
and Museum, accessed November 27, 2018.
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among senior Army officers “gradually took shape in opposition 
to troop withdrawal.” 20 Three weeks after the president signed PD/
NSC-12, Major General John K. Singlaub, chief of staff of US forces 
in Korea, made comments understood to be off-the-record during an 
interview with Washington Post reporter John Saar in Seoul.21 The most 
inflammatory segment of the interview captured Singlaub’s contention, 
“If U.S. ground troops are withdrawn on the schedule suggested, it 
will lead to war.” 22 Within the Washington bureaucracy, Singlaub’s 
comments regarding the dangerous and destabilizing policy further 
polarized the president’s White House staff and their opponents in the 
State and Defense Departments.23

Within Carter’s inner circle, the issue of a withdrawal from Korea 
was less important than increasing presidential power and preparing for 
upcoming bureaucratic battles. Hamilton Jordan, a close personal friend 
of Carter and a senior political strategist, wrote, “This is an opportunity 
for you to firmly establish the position of your administration on 
the question of civilian control of the military establishment. . . . It 
is important for the military establishment to realize that when they 
challenge your decisions and judgements, they do so at the risk of their 
own careers.” 24

On May 21, 1977, President Carter officially relieved General Singlaub 
of his position as a result of his comments. The action discouraged 
direct challenges to presidential decisions but increased debate. Thomas 
Stern, a Foreign Service officer stationed in Seoul remarked, “Singlaub 
took it upon himself to challenge Carter publicly on this whole question 
of troop withdrawal. That helped to raise the issue in both public and 
private channels.” 25 Public commentators agreed, “White House drama 
served only to give [the Singlaub affair] far more significance and 
substance than it deserved.” 26

The high-profile dispute provided an opening for Congress to 
hold hearings and potentially slow Carter’s withdrawal plan. During 
congressional testimony, Singlaub reiterated the consultation process 
had been rushed and had shunned the input of military officers.27 
The testimony also revealed the United Nations Command in Korea 
formally requested a rationale for the decision and the long-range 

20      James V. Young, Eye on Korea: An Insider Account of  Korean-American Relations (College Station: 
Texas A&M University Press, 2003), 43.

21      John K. Singlaub, Hazardous Duty: An American Soldier in the Twentieth Century (New York, 
Summit Books, 1991), 385–86.

22      John Saar, “U.S. General: Korea Pullout Risks War,” Washington Post, May 19, 1977.
23      John K. Singlaub, Hazardous Duty, 385–86; and William H. Gleysteen Jr., Massive Entanglement, 

Marginal Influence: Carter and Korea in Crisis (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1999), 23.
24      Hamilton Jordan to President Carter, “General Singlaub,” n.d., container 37, Office of  the 

Chief  of  Staff  Files, Hamilton Jordan’s Confidential Files, Singlaub, General, container 37, folder 
for General Singlaub, series of  Hamilton Jordan’s Confidential Files, collection of  the Office of  the 
Chief  of  Staff  Files, Carter Presidential Library and Museum, accessed November 27, 2018.

25      John T. Bennett and Thomas Stern, interview with Charles Stuart Kennedy, October 2, 1987, 
(Arlington, VA: ADST, Training, Foreign Affairs Oral History Project, 2000), 17.

26      “The Singlaub Affair,” Washington Post, May 24, 1977.
27      Hearings on Review of  the Policy Decision, 9.
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policy objectives because of the military’s exclusion from the matter.28 
Singlaub’s testimony cited the growing number of intelligence reports on 
the increased North Korean threat.29

The hearings led to a sharp increase in studies of and senior official 
visits to Korea. Military officers actively presented facts and opinions 
to friendly congressmen. Once a relationship was developed between 
a senior officer and Congress, visits and “fact-finding” trips could 
further present the Army’s message opposing the withdrawal. Vessey 
remarked, “I don’t say that I searched for them. I think that would be 
inaccurate. But I found out who they were.” The general “welcomed 
them on their trips to Korea and then made sure that they were taken to 
the Demilitarized Zone and could see the situation there, and had good 
briefings on both the strengths and weaknesses of the armed forces of 
the Republic of Korea as well as our own. I don’t think we did anything that 
I would call dishonest or misleading. On the other hand, we certainly didn’t tell them 
that President Carter’s plan was a good idea.” 30

While Army leaders built connections and influence in Congress, 
the administration also strengthened its position. During his June 8, 
1977, commencement address at the United States Military Academy, 
Secretary of the Army Clifford Alexander Jr. took a hard line on military 
subordination. He outlined three distinct forums, with variable degrees 
of independence. First, military officers were free to offer opinions 
within their chain of command until a decision was reached. Second,  
when appearing before Congress, an officer is free to express a personal 
opinion but is bound to cite and support policy. Lastly, when dealing 
with the media, an officer should know when a policy is established or 
still under discussion and express that to the media. Alexander warned, 
“Attempts to achieve outside the chain of command what one could 
not achieve inside the chain of command are out of keeping with this 
tradition [of the president as commander in chief ] and inconsistent with 
military professionalism.” 31

As the White House and civilian officials attempted to continue 
tightening the framework for public discussion by Army leaders, 
Congress continued the hearings, which provided a forum for military 
officers to cast doubt on Carter’s Korea policy throughout the summer 
of 1977. The commander of I Corps in Korea, the current and retired 
commander of US Forces Korea, the commander of Pacific Air Forces, 
the commander in chief of the Pacific Command, the Army chief of 
staff, and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs were all called to testify 
on the Korea withdrawal plan. Each expressed reservations about the 
withdrawal plan. And their testimony was used by Carter’s congressional 
opponents and hawkish Democrats to strengthen their arguments. 

28      Hearings on Review of  the Policy Decision, 10.
29      Singlaub, Hazardous Duty, 401.
30      Vessey, interview 21, September 13, 2012, 5 (emphasis added).
31      Headquarters Air Force, message, 172355Z, ”Statements by Defense Officials,” June 1977, 

quoted in Felix F. Moran, “Free Speech, the Military, and the National Interest,” Air University Review 
31, no. 4 (May–June 1980): 112.
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Testifying in August, Chief of Staff of the Army General Rogers was 
asked, “Were the Joint Chiefs ever asked whether troops should be 
withdrawn from Korea?” He responded bluntly, “They were not.”

Under oath, Rogers also testified he had no idea when the 
announced withdrawal should begin. When asked about the value of 
American troops in South Korea, Rogers stated, “I think it makes two 
contributions. First, as a deterrent, and second, if under conditions of 
combat the national command authority released the 2d Division for use 
by 8th Army, it could make a contribution in the area of war-fighting 
capability as well.” 32 The ongoing hearings were highly effective in 
shaping opposition to Carter’s policies. By late July, official polls showed 
52 percent of Americans disapproved of Carter’s withdrawal plan.33

In addition to working closely with Congress to cast doubt on official 
policy, military officers cultivated intelligence that magnified the North 
Korean threat. Due to a lack of human intelligence, estimates of North 
Korea’s forces had been constrained to satellite imagery. In January 1978, 
Vessey asked for an assessment of North Korea’s military capabilities.34 
The Defense Intelligence Agency produced a report in May 1978 that 
sharply increased both the size and the capability of North Korean 
forces, identifying more than three entirely new combat divisions.35 
Disseminating these revised threat assessments put additional pressure 
on the Carter administration to delay or to halt the withdrawal program.

On April 21, 1978, Carter delayed the first increment of withdrawals. 
While the redeployment of 2,600 noncombat elements and a combat 
battalion by the end of the year would proceed as planned, two of the 
combat battalions scheduled for withdrawal in 1978 would remain, at 
least until 1979.36 Military officers were not subtle in rejoicing. One 
wrote, “At last, a reprieve!” 37 On July 29, 1979, Carter announced the 
suspension of US troop withdrawals from Korea. The administration 
remembered the military opposition, and in 1979, Vessey was passed 
over for the position of chief of staff.38

Conclusion
Although President Carter demonstrated his official power by 

relieving Singlaub, he was less successful at stopping Vessey from 
pursuing a Fabian strategy that increased the political costs and security 

32      Hearings on Review of  the Policy Decision, 95–71.
33      “Public Likes Carter, Survey Finds, More for His Style than Programs,” New York Times/

CBS News Poll, July 29, 1977, 1; Larry K. Niksch, “US Troop Withdrawal from South Korea: Past 
Shortcomings and Future Prospects,” Asian Survey 21, no. 3 (March 1981), 329.

34      Byung-Kook Kim and Ezra F. Vogel, The Park Chung Hee Era: The Transformation of  South Korea 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), 478.

35      Joe Wood, “Persuading a President: Jimmy Carter and American Troops in Korea,” Studies in 
Intelligence 40, no. 4 (1996): 98, 106.

36      Steven L. Rearden and Kenneth R. Foulks Jr., The Joint Chiefs of  Staff  and National Policy, 
1977–1980 (Washington, DC: Office of  Joint History, 2015), 158.

37      Ward M. Le Hardy, “Where the Dawn Comes Up Like Thunder: The Army’s Future Role in 
the Pacific,” Parameters 8, no. 4 (1978): 37.

38      Young, Eye on Korea, 46–47.
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risks of withdrawing forces from Korea. The Army’s ability to oppose 
presidential policy and win the political debate was due to a congruence 
of domestic political factors and bureaucratic skills. First, the Army 
leveraged its position in South Korea to present itself as the expert 
voice on the North Korean threat and South Korean requirements. 
Second, the Army provided an issue that polarized congressional 
Democrats, allowing military officers to serve as “expert witnesses,” 
which was critical to creating a nonpolitical narrative. Lastly, the 
statements and testimony of Army leaders focused on the short time 
span of deliberations and the rushed nature of the process. This oblique 
criticism highlighted the Carter administration’s opaque policy process 
and politicized decision-making.

Although Army leaders were clearly manipulative and pushed the 
boundaries of professional ethics, they effectively halted a deeply flawed 
withdrawal policy. Viewed from a distance of forty years, President 
Carter’s politicized policy process and shortsighted mentality of 
reducing deterrence capabilities on the Korean Peninsula were clearly 
dangerous. Singlaub and Vessey, as the subject matter experts on the 
American military role in South Korea, should have been consulted. Yet 
the generals’ actions led to a more comprehensive debate of American 
security policy in Korea. As the case of the aborted Korean withdrawal 
highlights, Army leaders can successfully challenge presidential policies. 
But the question is should they?
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ABSTRACT: This article describes the Walter Reed scandal of  2007 
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In February 2007, as 20,000 US troops surged into Iraq to stabilize 
an insurgency and curb an emerging civil war, the Washington Post 
published a series of  articles describing shameful conditions at Walter 

Reed Army Medical Center, the United States Army’s flagship hospital 
and main hub for receiving soldiers evacuated from hostilities overseas. 
The articles depicted a system that provided state-of-the-art medical 
care, but which had broken down in multiple ways. Physical conditions in 
some of  the barracks were squalid; clear signs of  neglect such as “mouse 
droppings, belly-up cockroaches, stained carpets, [and] cheap mattresses” 
were found in some buildings.1 Outpatient soldiers were neglected, 
“chewed out by superiors,” treated with “petty condescension,” and 
required to navigate a “bureaucratic maze” to receive basic treatment 
and benefits.2

Public reactions of fury and outrage were immediately expressed in 
congressional hearings, media reports, and opinion pieces.3 Interest in 
the scandal was intense with “more than three-in-ten Americans (31%) 
[paying] very close attention.” 4 In 2007 and 2008, the Pew Research 
Center reported a “highly critical” public; 72 percent of respondents said 
“the government [did] not give enough support to soldiers who have 
served in Iraq and Afghanistan.” 5

It was unclear how such neglect could happen—at Walter Reed 
of all places—and how America’s heroes could be so mistreated. The 
public struggled to understand how the leadership at Walter Reed was 
not aware of the conditions, or worse, thought they were acceptable. The 
Post articles may have focused on a single hospital, but they touched on 
an extensive system and seemingly widespread attitudes. Consequently, 

1      Dana Priest and Anne Hull, “Soldiers Face Neglect, Frustration at Army’s Top Medical 
Facility,” Washington Post, February 18, 2007.

2      Priest and Hull, “Soldiers Face Neglect”; and Guy Raz, “Pentagon Tackles Criticism of  
Military Hospital,” NPR, February 23, 2007.

3      David Stout, “General Steps Down in Walter Reed Furor,” New York Times, March 12, 2007; 
Johanna Neuman and Adam Schreck, “Outrage and Apologies over Care at Walter Reed,” Los Angeles 
Times, March 6, 2007; and “The Wider Shame of  Walter Reed,” New York Times, March 7, 2007.

4      “Public Tunes In to Walter Reed Story,” Pew Research Center, March 15, 2007.
5     “Public Continues To Fault Government for Troop Care,” Pew Research Center, March 19, 2008.
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the implications were far-reaching. Government and senior military 
leaders stood accused of being insensitive to the needs of those asked to 
sacrifice so much for the nation.

This article suggests the events at Walter Reed illustrate how 
extraordinary public esteem for America’s modern all-volunteer force 
(AVF) might place unexpected constraints on its use. In the years leading 
up to the scandal, public adulation of the military created a significant 
yet unexposed gap in perceptions between wounded soldiers and the 
establishment that managed them. Walter Reed’s leaders did not realize 
they were dealing with a clientele whose relationship with the public 
differed from their own.

This blind spot existed for many reasons, including the hospital 
staff’s familiarity with the AVF, which obscured its ability to perceive 
the military through the public’s lens. This perception, influenced by 
myth and crafted by tact, is now beginning to reach a design that is 
decades-old. The public had moved faster to accept a special status for 
its military than had the US government.

A victim of its success, the government now faces repercussions of 
broader significance. Because of the differences of perception between 
soldiers and their caretaking establishment, the public may increasingly 
intervene to protect and to safeguard its military. The result may place 
constraints upon the nation’s use of its military as an instrument of 
national power.

The All-Volunteer Force
Soldiers who received care in Walter Reed from 2002 to 2007 had a 

different relationship with the public than servicemembers at any other 
time in American history. A 2011 Pew poll found that 90 percent of 
Americans “felt proud of the soldiers serving in the military” during 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.6 The force was commonly described 
as “heroic.” 7 In fact, positive public support for the military continues 
to be so pervasive that it is hard to remember or to justify any other 
paradigm. Nevertheless, history demonstrates considerable variation 
in the relationship between the public and the military. As recently as 
the Vietnam War, the military was the object of the American public’s 
“ire.” 8 Prussian theorist Carl von Clausewitz used his famous trinity to 
indicate that war and its features of reason, chance, and passion make 
the relationship between soldier, people, and government unbalanced, 
unpredictable, and subject to change.9 The current relationship between 
the American people and its military is, generationally speaking, new 
and evolving.

6      “War and Sacrifice in the Post-9/11 Era: Executive Summary,” Pew Research Center, 
October 5, 2011.

7      Robert M. Gates, Duty: Memoirs of  a Secretary at War (New York: Vintage Books, 2015), 135.
8             LTG Eric B. Schoomaker (USA Retired) (42nd surgeon general of  the Army; former 

commanding general US Army Medical Command), interview with the author, April 6, 2018.
9      Carl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. and ed. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1976).
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Members of today’s AVF are unknown to the vast majority of 
Americans. In spite of conducting combat operations in two theaters, 
the US military is the smallest since the 1930s.10 In the Second World 
War, roughly 50 percent of males between the ages of 18 and 49 served; 
however, today “less than 0.5 percent of the population serves in the 
armed forces.” 11 Hence, few Americans have personal connections to 
the military. Anonymity is important because it provides a blank slate 
upon which to superimpose one’s personal judgements of agency and 
motivation. As author James Wright states, “If we have no personal 
relationships with those who are fighting our wars, then we think of 
war as a geopolitical drama, and we think of those fighting it as heroic 
action figures.” 12 Essayist and critic William Deresiewicz, elaborates 
on the lack of personal familiarity with members of the military as an 
important factor of modern-day military hero worship:

The greater the sacrifice that has fallen . . . the members of  the military and 
their families, the more we have gone from supporting our troops to putting 
them on a pedestal. In the Second World War, everybody fought. Soldiers 
were not remote figures to most of  us; they were us. Now, instead of  sharing 
the burden, we sentimentalize it. It’s a lot easier to idealize the people who 
are fighting than it is to send your kid to join them.13

These observations are useful for reasons other than illustrating the 
impact of anonymity. They acknowledge the agency, or actions, of the 
uniformed services at war: the military fights and sacrifices to the benefit 
of national interests. The public is thankful because it understands the 
military shoulders the weight of society’s physically and psychically 
injurious work. In 2011, eighty-three percent of those polled quantified 
the sacrifice as “a lot.” 14 Indeed, patients at Walter Reed during this 
period had made enormous, and in many cases permanent, sacrifices 
while serving.

Finally, and most importantly, the volunteer paradigm facilitates 
the widespread public perception of altruism in the military. Willingly 
sacrificing comfort to address community-afflicting problems that 
normal institutions have failed to solve, the AVF conveys motivations 
that harmonize with repeated and reinforced narratives of superheroism. 
As a result, Americans worship their military. Commonly expressed 
as patriotism, the designation of altruism toward the modern US all-
volunteer force is so pervasive that even non-American contemporary 
military historians make the connection.15

10      Jim Tice, “Army Shrinks to Smallest Level since before World War II,” Army Times, 
May 7, 2016.

11      Karl W. Eikenberry and David M. Kennedy, “Americans and Their Military, Drifting Apart,” 
New York Times, May 26, 2013.

12      James Wright, Those Who Have Borne the Battle: A History of  America’s Wars and Those Who Fought 
Them (New York: PublicAffairs, 2012), 276.

13      William Deresiewicz, “An Empty Regard,” New York Times, August 20, 2011.
14      Paul Taylor, ed., The Military-Civilian Gap: War and Sacrifice in the Post-9/11 Era (Washington, 

DC: Pew Research Center, 2011), 2.
15      John Keegan, “The Making of  the American GI,” Time, December 29, 2003.
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Without attribution of patriotic motivation, anonymous militaries 
may be perceived as victims, pawns, or worse. Five years into the 
Vietnam War, for example, opinion polls about the political and moral 
merits of the conflict were as negative in scale as those of the Iraq War 
in 2007.16 Yet, only 27 percent of the US population thought favorably 
of the force conscripted to fight in Vietnam.17

The Establishment
Public adulation of the military creates a significant perception gap 

between the AVF and those with the power to manage it. In regards to 
Walter Reed, this includes senior officers, civilian leaders, and staff.

Because of the heroic status of Walter Reed patients, one can 
understand how the public would expect the government to provide 
world-class medical care and the best amenities. The Washington Post 
articles, in revealing a different reality, shattered such expectations. 
The public’s outrage fueled decisive and immediate action by Congress 
and the secretary of defense. Within two weeks of the articles, the 
establishment began to purge itself of its perceived wrongdoers. 
Secretary of the Army Francis J. Harvey relieved Major General George 
W. Weightman, Walter Reed’s senior commander. Secretary of Defense 
Robert M. Gates endorsed the firing: “The care and welfare of our 
wounded men and women in uniform depend on the highest standard 
of excellence and commitment that we can muster as a government. 
When this standard is not met, I will insist on direct corrective action.” 18

The “direct corrective action” did not spare Harvey, whom Gates 
fired two days later.19 Shortly thereafter, Acting Secretary of the Army 
Preston M. “Pete” Geren announced the retirement of Army Surgeon 
General Lieutenant General Kevin C. Kiley.20 When the smoke cleared, 
command of Walter Reed rested in the hands of then Major General 
Eric B. Schoomaker who was charged with charting a course that was 
consistent with congressional, senior leader, and public expectations. 
Nonetheless, Army medicine never recovered from the damage. In 2017, 
the Army role in managing hospitals was bestowed upon the newly 
formed Defense Health Agency.21

As the Walter Reed scandal illustrates, the more the public ascribes 
heroic motivation to its fighting class, the higher American expectations 
will be for supporting, managing, and leading it and the lower the 
tolerance will be for shortcomings. In contrast to that of soldiers, public 

16      Jodie T. Allen, Nilanthi Samaranayake, and James Albrittain Jr., “Iraq and Vietnam: A Crucial 
Difference in Opinion,” Pew Research Center, March 22, 2007.

17     Allen, Samaranayake, and Albrittain, “Iraq and Vietnam.”
18     Associated Press, “General in Charge of  Walter Reed Hospital Has Been Relieved of  

Command,” USA Today, March 1, 2007.
19     Chuck Callahan, Forty Days of  Winter—Walter Reed and the Washington Post February–March 

2007 (Washington, DC), briefing slides; and Michael Abramowitz and Steve Vogel, “Army Secretary 
Ousted,” Washington Post, March 3, 2007.

20     Associated Press, “Army’s Surgeon General To Retire,” NBC News, March 12, 2007.
21     National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2017, Pub. L. No. 114-328, 130 

Stat. 2000 (2016).
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perception of the establishment has varied little over time. It may never 
reach the heroic threshold of the force it supports. And senior military 
leaders forever forfeit their heroic stature when they join the ranks of the 
institutions that require defending.

To discern the origin of these distinctions, it is useful to evaluate 
the establishment using the same triad of factors used to understand 
perceptions of the AVF: familiarity, agency, and motivation. First, the 
senior military and civilian ranks are fewer in number than the mass 
of the AVF. In the internet-enabled era of information, actions and 
decisions are available to the public in detail never before seen. As a 
result, they cannot exist anonymously and therefore cannot benefit 
from the public attribution of characteristics derived from romanticized 
myth. Second, while they have strategic-level capability and agency, 
they neither fight nor sacrifice. Instead, they pursue the nation’s work in 
conditions of comfort and safety. Most importantly, the public perceives 
their motivations differently from that of the junior ranks. Congressman 
Seth Moulton, a former Marine Corps officer, uses the following 
language: “The highest ranks [have become populated], by careerists, 
people who have gotten where they are by checking all the boxes and not 
taking risks.” 22 Moreover, opinion pieces, books, blogs, academic works, 
and political cartoons commonly attribute self-serving motivations and 
bureaucratic behaviors to the establishment.23

Schoomaker recognized Walter Reed’s early public affairs strategy 
paid little attention to the perception gap between AVF and senior 
leadership.24 Even after sacking senior leaders, “we [continued to] put 
general officers in front of [the media] and when we did, we exacerbated 
the distance between the public and us.” 25 The ages and ranks appearing 
in the media confirmed the public’s biases. Instead of seeing the heroism 
previously displayed by those in the senior military ranks, the public 
perceived the generals and senior leaders as self-serving bureaucrats. To 
rectify this issue, Schoomaker intentionally minimized the presence of 
generals and senior leaders as the face of Walter Reed in press conferences.

Differences between the stereotypes used to characterize senior 
leaders and the remainder of the AVF make media accounts of 
misconduct more harmful for senior leaders than junior ranks. In the 
former group, the messages reinforce negative stereotypes. In the latter, 
they are at such odds with the prevailing perception as to be considered 
the behavior of outliers. By persisting in the profession, senior leaders 
outlast the crisis for which they were called upon as saviors and expose 
self-serving impetuses. In contrast, soldiers become increasingly 
unassailable in respect and admiration. Because public respect for 

22      James Fallows, “The Tragedy of  the American Military,” Atlantic (January/February 2015).
23      Richard Halloran, “Washington Talk: Military Careers; Air Force and Marines Battle ‘Ticket 

Punchers,’ ” New York Times, April 25, 1988; and Kelley Beaucar Vlahos, “How a Careerist Culture 
Leads to Military Scandals,” American Conservative, February 18, 2014.

24      For examples of  contemporary political cartoons prepared by such cartoonists Pat Oliphant, 
Jim Borgman, R.J. Matson, and Lyle Lahey, see Callahan, Forty Days of  Winter.

25      Schoomaker, interview.
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the military has grown while opinions of its caretaking agents have 
remained stagnant, the perception gap has widened.

The Boundaries
If the public regards soldiers as a heroic elite, then the medical and 

support establishment must do so as well. Without such alignment, 
the perception gap will result in crises of the scale and type of Walter 
Reed. The factors leading to the physical, climatic, and bureaucratic 
conditions in Walter Reed were complex and multidimensional. Even 
so, many would argue the root cause was the simple fact that hospital 
leadership and staff did not perceive their patients with the same 
reverence as the public.

While the boundaries between the AVF and the establishment are 
clear to the public, they are more difficult to discern from the inside. 
Within Walter Reed’s walls, patients, staff, and leaders worked together 
in constantly changing teams in ways that obscured the boundaries 
between the establishment and the AVF.26 As a result, staff and leadership 
did not understand that public adulation for the mythical soldier had 
elevated patients to a status higher than the one they perceived and had 
come to expect for themselves.

Factors other than physical mixing contributed to this ignorance: 
Walter Reed’s staff included hundreds of soldiers such as Weightman, 
who was a combat veteran that had spent his career serving with 
soldiers. Many Walter Reed staffers were Operation Iraqi Freedom 
veterans, and the hospital routinely and cyclically deployed its staff 
to the war. The uniformed members of the staff, and many civilians, 
received their care at Walter Reed, which routinely associated them with 
the wounded. Members of the Walter Reed treatment team were revered 
alongside the wounded in previous news features about the campus. 
The unit won an Army Superior Unit award for its early work in the war. 
The wounded wanted to remain in close proximity to Walter Reed even 
though it was an acute, tertiary care hospital and not a rehabilitation 
center.27 Proud of its medical services, the hospital respected these 
wishes. Finally, Walter Reed workers developed traditional provider-
patient alliances with the wounded. A division between patients and 
providers in terms of goals, approach, and motivation was anathema 
to their bonds. Although the system was inefficient, leaders, providers, 
administrators, and patients navigated it, as best they could, together.

The Washington Post articles revealed the error in the collective 
attitude at Walter Reed. Colonel Charles “Chuck” Callahan, the hospital’s 
senior physician in 2007, described the impact of the articles on the 
staff’s vision of reality: “The hospital staff failed [the patients]. Among 
staff members [at Walter Reed], the Post ’s articles evoked an incredulity 

26      The author observed this dynamic as a physician at Walter Reed from September 2003–
June 2006.

27       Charles “Chuck” Callahan, “The Perfect Strom: Walter Reed, the Wounded and the 
Washington Post 2007” (strategy research project, US Army War College, 2008), 1.
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shared with the American public, and when we were honest with 
ourselves, we asked along with the public, ‘How did an organization that 
was the most successful in history . . . break down?’ ” 28 The hospital’s 
leadership recognized the shift of its public perception from highly 
regarded to negligent was justified. Leaders at all levels had “failed as 
systems thinkers.” 29 By choosing to accept, on a day-to-day basis, the 
constraints of the system, they represented a traditional bureaucracy—
impersonal, inflexible, and accepting little accountability to change the 
rigid processes.

The hospital staff mixing among, familiarizing with, and commonly 
bonding with the AVF offers the beginning of an answer as to why more 
efficient administrative processes were not offered to patients. A fixture 
of Army life is a requirement to thrive in austere conditions. Luxury, 
in the Army, was once considered “three hots (warm meals) and a cot.” 
At the organizational level, leaders have waited months for pay and 
administrative issues to be resolved, essential equipment to be repaired, 
and key positions to be filled. Acquiring modern equipment routinely 
takes decades, exceeds budgets, and falls short of promises. These flaws 
create the climate of the military lifestyle. Survival in this atmosphere 
requires resilience and stoicism. To be successful, leaders adopt can-do 
attitudes that enable them to contend with the conditions of austerity 
and scarcity experienced in combat and peace. Soldiers are conditioned 
never to ask for luxury and to complain only in the guise of humor.

Schoomaker identified this tendency during the investigation 
at Walter Reed: The hospital commander “had visibility of what the 
problems were—but was unable to solve them . . . [for] compelling 
reasons . . . I had to reprimand him not for failing to recognize what 
was happening but because he did not notify higher command . . . He 
was such a terrific soldier that he was unwilling to call attention to the 
issues.” 30 Instead, the commander endured the resourcing deficiencies 
and strove to complete the mission with what he had. Representative 
Christopher H. Shays also insightfully identified this predisposition as a 
cause for the conditions at Walter Reed.31

The events of Walter Reed demonstrate the public expects leaders 
to overcome resourcing constraints to ensure the care, boarding, 
protection, and equipping of modern warriors matches their heroic 
station. According to Schoomaker, if there is a lesson to be learned from 
Walter Reed, it is that leaders must fight the tendency to “drive on” 
in resource-constrained environments. Instead, they must elevate the 
existence of subpar physical and administrative conditions to the level 
needed to assure correction.32

28      Chuck Callahan “To Stay a Soldier,” Parameters 39, no. 3 (Autumn 2009).
29      Schoomaker, interview.
30      Schoomaker, interview.
31      CQ Transcripts Wire, “Congressional Hearing on Walter Reed Army Medical Center, House 
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Affairs,” Washington Post, March 5, 2007.

32      Schoomaker, interview.
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The establishment’s physical proximity to the AVF has implications 
beyond knowledge and stoic acceptance of routine working conditions. 
It has insider knowledge regarding the motivations for volunteering for 
military service. Unlike the public, neither the AVF nor the establishment 
can reflexively accept altruism as a unifying motivation for military 
service. Except in the most existential crises, patriotism alone cannot 
be used as the sole incentive to raise an army of volunteers. Instead, 
recruitment policies must appeal to personal interests. Such reasoning 
helped create the AVF of 2007 and 2008.

As the military changed its methodology from conscription to 
volunteerism in the 1970s, monetary rewards were incorporated into the 
new force. In fact, the famed Noble Prize-winning, free market-capitalist, 
Milton Friedman, was a key voice in the Gates Commission, which 
charted the Army’s conversion from a conscripted to a volunteer force.33

As a result, military pay was made more competitive with civilian 
wages, and financial incentives such as combat and hazardous duty pay 
were put in place for high-risk missions or specialized skills. Additional 
bonuses are offered at key decision points to retain soldiers on active 
duty. Finally, the military still offers a traditional lifetime pension 
plan after 20 years of service, one that has not been retained in other 
professions. Unlike the public, those immersed in the AVF cannot 
clearly identify where altruism ends and private interests begin. Financial 
incentives destroy a member’s ability to rely upon simple heuristics to 
categorize other volunteers into dichotomous groups of patriots and 
careerists, heroes and villains. Senior ranks at Walter Reed did not buy 
into the soldier-as-exceptional myth as completely as the public because 
they lived in a more complicated reality.

The Expectations
The public’s simplified perception of the all-volunteer force did not 

develop in a vacuum. To counteract potential impressions of a mercenary 
force, the military has, as a matter of policy, encouraged the public to 
assign paternalistic and altruistic motivations to it.34 To this day, the 
military crafts its image to resemble the superheroes of mainstream 
American culture. Recruiting advertisements portray servicemembers 
as possessing dual identities. In combat, they are fierce warriors masked 
by protective equipment and in control of marvelous futuristic machines 
capable of extraordinary destruction. In peace, they are good-looking, 
selfless, and patriotic in their dress uniforms.

Led by Army Chief of Staff General William Westmoreland, the 
founders of the AVF recognized this desired image of the emerging force 
required different support than that of the conscripted force. To maintain 
recruitment and to shape the AVF’s public image, benefits expanded to 

33      Thomas S. Gates et. al., The Report of  the President’s Commission on an All-Volunteer Armed Force 
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34      Jennifer Mittelstadt, The Rise of  the Military Welfare State (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2015), 45.
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include health, education, and insurance programs; personal quarters; 
and administrative infrastructure. These features invited the public to 
imagine the AVF as a family, cared for and united by common values.

To maintain this image, the military has improved benefits over 
the past 45 years to match social expectations. Even during combat in 
Iraq, the establishment provided soldiers with catered meals, private 
air-conditioned living quarters, and indulgences such as internet cafes. 
Without any signal to suggest otherwise, the military will continue its 
journey upward not only in public perception but also in ensuring its 
existence meets all the conditions suitable to its elevated station. Even 
so, such a transformation will require eliminating what was once the 
status quo. Such change is not always predictable, smooth, or easy. 
Walter Reed demonstrates at least one case in which the evolutionary 
pace of providing combat matériel and services eclipsed the progress of 
administrative processes on the home front.

This line of thought opens a new aperture through which to 
evaluate whether the events at Walter Reed were the simple failures 
of a few poor leaders or an inevitable step in the public’s effort to 
ensure its force was treated appropriately. By illustrating an antiquated 
and insensitive bureaucracy, Walter Reed provided the energy and 
urgency needed to usher in several new programs that rapidly benefited 
the nation’s wounded. The Army created warrior transition units to 
manage medical transitions properly and introduced soldier and family 
assistance centers to provide nonmedical support. The disability system 
was reformed to reduce substantially the timelines required to process 
benefits. The consequences of the disruptive changes on the existing 
establishment were necessary for equalizing the public’s expectations 
with the care provided to wounded servicemembers of the AVF. Walter 
Reed demonstrates the success of the 1970s image for the all-volunteer 
force. The modern public will support its heroic military whatever the 
cost, which is an important lesson of Walter Reed and a cautionary tale 
for the Defense Health Agency.

The Protection
The Somalia intervention (1992–94), the Khobar Towers bombing 

(1996), and the Kosovo conflict (1998–99) provide examples of the 
American public’s “excessive aversion to casualties” altering military 
responses.35 With the events at Walter Reed demonstrating such feelings 
have grown to an “aversion to austerity” for its military class, the 
possibility that the United States will experience greater constraints 
on military employment should be considered. Conversely, some claim 
that the very qualities that make the AVF cherished by the public—a 
willingness to fight and to sacrifice—make it more liberally employable 
by the government, possibly even encouraging national adventurism.

35      Edward Dorn and Howard D. Graves, American Military Culture in the Twenty-first Century 
(Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and International Studies, 2000), 21.
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Contemporary military critic John A. Nagl states, “The American 
public is completely willing to let this professional class of volunteers 
serve where they should, for wise purpose. This gives the president much 
greater freedom of action.” 36 Others—such as historian and international 
relations professor Andrew J. Bacevich—testify the situation is more 
menacing: “By rescinding their prior acceptance of conscription, the 
American people effectively opted out of war.” 37 Since “they have no 
skin in the game, they will permit the state to do whatever it wishes 
to do.” 38 Finally, if nothing changes, “Americans can look forward to 
more needless wars or shadow conflicts . . . more wars that exact huge 
penalties without yielding promised outcomes.” 39

While history indicates a trend of increased American military 
expeditionary intervention, no evidence supports the contention that 
the public has or will become indifferent to the well-being of the AVF 
in times of hardship. Such analysis is at odds with the adulation of 
the military discussed previously. Indeed, the public’s reaction to the 
conditions at Walter Reed disproves the hypothesis. To suggest the 
government and its military could be divorced from the people would 
mean Clausewitz’s elements of reason and chance could be isolated 
from passion. The bonds between the military and the people are not 
weakening but strengthening. Contrary to Bacevich’s claims, it is the 
bonds between the military and the government that are fraying.

Underestimating the public’s power and desire to affect war is a pit 
into which senior military leaders have repeatedly fallen. Public support 
for military intervention varies according to the nature of the threat, 
the merit and progress of the endeavor, and ultimately, its cost. This 
last variable, cost—particularly human cost—is what has changed in 
the era of the AVF, the age of instant information, and the period of 
military heroism.

Only when the US military encounters success at little human 
cost will the public remain silent. But the human costs are increasingly 
visible. Furthermore, even relatively rare losses or inequities may 
produce soul-touching impact in the realm of public opinion—as they 
did at Walter Reed. When the internet and mainstream media deliver 
stories of human injustice or tragedy, no matter how tactically or 
statistically insignificant, public emotion of strategic scale may emerge. 
Because superheroes are held in such high esteem, harm to them is 
abhorrent. As they are killed, disfigured, or mistreated, their anonymity 
is lifted, and without armor, they appear smaller, younger, ordinary, 
and vulnerable. In the moment their sacrifice is realized, they instantly 
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resemble our children, and it matters not whether the force volunteered 
or was conscripted.

A public united to oppose the harm or discomfort affecting its 
heroes will retain the power to affect the course of warfare through its 
representatives in Congress. After reflexively criticizing the self-serving 
character and marginal competence of military and civilian leaders, the 
public will intervene to hobble the establishment’s power and limit its 
autonomy with the AVF. Specifically, excessive demands may be made to 
draft defensive rules of engagement, to make major changes in strategy, 
to withdrawal from combat, or to fast-track protective equipment at the 
cost of other acquisition programs.

In a salient example of the latter, Congress, reacting to public 
outcry over the death and injury of soldiers in Iraq due to primitive 
roadside explosive devices, demanded the immediate acquisition of safer 
vehicles for troops. The acquisition of mine-resistant, ambush protected 
vehicles occurred at a cost. Specifically, many of the military’s major 
modernization efforts were abandoned, which contributed to persisting 
strategic vulnerabilities. Hence, the US national security apparatus will 
increasingly need to consider the public’s feelings about the AVF as too 
precious to lose and too honored to harm. Otherwise, with time, the 
force may only be available for threats of the most existential kind.

The Solutions
More resources need to be applied to understanding the strategic 

implications of an AVF for America. Specifically, leaders should strive 
to understand how to maintain and to deploy a small, anonymous, and 
elite force, a force to whom the public will accord proud confidence and 
protection. Ironically, the bonds between a society and its guardians 
have been explored more in blockbuster movies than in serious 
academic triangles.

The problem defined in this article provides a place to begin 
understanding what it will mean to live in a modern America in which 
a group of elites provides collective security. Because this reality will 
not be easily disentangled from its DNA, its decades-old historical 
foundations, and the mass impact of myth, understanding it will be 
every bit as challenging as understanding future battle.

Work at the tactical and operational levels offers a logical parallel. In 
the multidomain battlefield of the future, the ability to collect information 
and act upon it rapidly will be decisive. As a result, battlefield sensors 
are being developed on scales from microscopic to aircraft-sized. At the 
strategic level, the inability to sense public opinion may lead to a loss 
of situational awareness, the widening of perception gaps, and finally, 
frequent self-imposed strategic surprises.

To avoid such events, it would be wise to design polls, surveys, focus 
groups, and red-team equivalents to map the ever-changing relationship 
between government, people, and military. Had such mechanisms existed 
between 2003 and 2007, the establishment may have been able to react to 
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early signals of the gap between the public’s expectations for wounded 
soldiers and the care that was provided. Eventually, technology might 
be leveraged to include new techniques such as predictive analytics, big 
data mining, simulation, and modeling.

As mentioned, the Army already implemented a solution for Walter 
Reed. As the Defense Health Agency matures, the organization should 
ensure it does not rebuild the system it was designed to replace. Costs 
and readiness must be balanced with patient experiences and satisfaction 
or history will repeat itself.

The events examined in this study depended on the creation 
of the AVF. Specifically, abandoning the draft, over time, created a 
largely anonymous force of tremendous agency and perceived altruistic 
motivations. Forty-five years later, with the help of lessons drawn from 
Walter Reed, we are beginning to understand the repercussions of an 
AVF in American society. Specifically, the relationship between the 
government, the public, and the AVF is such that the public elevates the 
AVF by attributing superhero characteristics and status to it.

Such a status widens the gap between the all-volunteer force and 
the establishment that governs it—framing civilian and military leaders 
as self-serving and therefore below the force in character. The public 
increasingly supports the highest care, protection, and treatment of 
the AVF. The establishment’s proximity and insider knowledge limits 
it from completely aligning its perceptions with the public—creating 
blind spots and turbulent transitions.

Finally, the perception gap between the AVF and the agents of its 
management will increasingly lead the public to intervene in the conduct 
of war as standards for the treatment of servicemembers heighten. 
Without indicators to forecast these phenomena, new constraints may 
develop regarding the nation’s ability to employ its military.
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ABSTRACT: This article commemorates the centennial of  the 
First World War by highlighting some lessons for effective coalition 
warfare. By building relationships, planning cooperative institutions, 
learning from each other, and furthering influence, US leaders 
and policymakers can more effectively collaborate with America’s 
international partners.

November marked the centennial of  the Allied victory in the 
First World War. A war of  many firsts—tanks, submarines, 
armed aircraft, and wireless telegraphy—it was also the first 

truly modern coalition war. For the Allies on the Western Front, the 
challenge was how to join armies with different, if  not conflicting, 
national interests, languages, equipment, cultures, and traditions. France 
and Great Britain, along with some twenty other nations, and later 
the United States, learned through trial and error to conduct effective 
combined operations.

The Allies absorbed at least four critical lessons in coalition warfare 
to defeat Germany. First, professional contacts and personal relationships 
forged in peacetime are critical in managing wartime relations as well 
as unifying purposes and actions. Second, a coalition’s battlefield 
effectiveness critically depends on institutional machinery for political-
military planning to manage intra-alliance uncertainties and fears, and in 
turn, generate well-integrated and cohesive combined operations. Third, 
coalition warfare, with allies serving as important conduits of wartime 
learning, promotes and facilitates military adaptation and innovation. 
Finally, unity of command is essential to the coalition, but the effective 
exercise of that command rests mainly on consultative leadership rather 
than formal authority.

These hard-won lessons are no less relevant today. The United 
States has waged all its major wars and military interventions alongside 
allies on the battlefield.1 American security strategy still falls squarely 
within this foreign policy tradition.2 Indeed, US defense strategy aims to 
“strengthen and evolve our alliances and partnerships into an extended 
network capable of deterring or decisively acting to meet the shared 

The author would like to acknowledge Drs. M Taylor Fravel, Kevin C. Holzimmer, John T. 
LaSaine Jr., Barry R. Posen, Daryl G. Press, Dan Reiter, and Caitlin Talmadge; Wg Cdr Richard M. 
Milburn; and the anonymous reviewers at Parameters.

1      Scholars generally regard the War of  1812, the Mexican-American War (1846–48), and the 
Spanish-American War (1898) as notable exceptions to this tradition of  coalition warmaking. See 
Walter A. McDougall, Promised Land, Crusade State: The American Encounter with the World since 1776 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997), 39–56.

2      Donald J. Trump, National Security Strategy of  the United States of  America (Washington, DC: 
White House, 2017).
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challenges of our time.” 3 With such an emphasis on partnering, the 
lessons of the past cannot be ignored; they hold some of the answers to 
today’s challenges.

Peacetime Relationships Pay Dividends
In the absence of institutional machinery to coordinate the Allied 

war effort, professional contacts and personal relationships were critical 
to managing international relations and unifying purposes and actions. 
Although few in number, professional and personal relationships forged 
among the Allies prior to 1914 contributed to greater coalition military  
effectiveness, and hence wartime success.4 Between 1906 and 1910, then 
Brigadier-General Henry Hughes Wilson, served as commandant of the 
Staff College at Camberley, Surrey. In 1909, Wilson arranged to visit his 
French counterpart at the École Supérieure de Guerre in Paris, then 
Brigadier-General Ferdinand Foch, to establish “intimate relations with 
a French soldier who, already in those days, enjoyed a certain European 
reputation as a military writer and thinker on the art of war.” 5

Although Foch was at first unimpressed, he was soon won over by 
Wilson’s enthusiasm and openness, as well as his command of the French 
language. Wilson returned in January and October 1910, in February 
1911, three times in 1912, on four occasions in 1913, and once in 1914.6 
Foch paid return visits to Britain in June 1910 and December 1912. 
On these occasions, Wilson showed him not only the Staff College but 
also introduced him to senior government officials and most of Britain’s 
senior commanders.7 A close professional and personal relationship 
emerged from these contacts.

When conflict arose on the Western Front, these intimate ties played 
an important role in binding the French and British armies together. 
During the Race to the Sea following the Battle of Marne, Allied 
military relations deteriorated over differences of military strategy. The 
British Expeditionary Force moved further north, positioning itself on 
the far left of the French line, with a view towards taking independent 
action. Meanwhile, the relief expedition for the Siege of Antwerp ended 
in failure, which the British were quick to blame on a lack of French 
support.8 Amid worsening relations, Foch was appointed to coordinate 

3      James “Jim” Mattis, Summary of  the 2018 National Defense Strategy of  the United States of  
America: Sharpening the American Military’s Competitive Edge (NDS) (Washington, DC: Department of  
Defense, 2018), 8.
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5      Sir Charles E. Callwell, ed., Field Marshall Sir Henry Wilson: His Life and Diaries, vol. 1 (New 
York: C. Scribner’s Sons, 1927), 77.

6      Elizabeth Greenhalgh, Foch in Command: The Forging of  a First World War General (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011), 10.

7      Brian Bond, The Victorian Army and the Staff  College, 1854–1914 (London: Routledge, 2015), 
261; Keith Jeffery, Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson: A Political Soldier (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2006), 74; and Michael S Neiberg, Foch: Supreme Allied Commander in the Great War (Dulles, VA: 
Potomac Books, 2003), 13.

8      Roy A. Prete, Strategy and Command: The Anglo-French Coalition on the Western Front, 1914 
(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2009), 128–40.
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the operations of the French, British, and Belgian armies in Flanders.9 
In this role, Foch found himself again working closely with Wilson to 
manage the prickly British commander in chief, Sir John French, also 
his superior in rank.10

With Wilson as subchief of staff at the British headquarters, a close 
liaison developed between the two armies, and Foch was able to gain 
Sir John’s confidence and persuade him to hold fast.11 Wilson wrote to 
his wife:

I am spending a good deal of  time these days with Foch on the curious hill 
on the way between Ypres and St. Omer [that is, Foch’s headquarters at 
Cassel]. We have got our troops so much mixed up with his that no order can 
be issued without the other’s approval, etc. I think we are going to beat this 
attack with the aid the French have given us. It has been a stiff  business.12

Importantly, the two generals were able to communicate honestly 
with each other, including Wilson conveying Sir John’s changing state 
of mind. Thus, Foch was helped to find the right words with Sir John—
always tactful, reassuring, and deferential—to bring the British around 
to his side.13 In the end, the Allied line was pushed back but never 
broke. The situation had been saved due in large measure to the decisive 
influence of the Foch-Wilson relationship.

Planning Institutions Enable Success
Institutional machinery for common political-military planning 

made a critical difference in coalition battlefield effectiveness. Before 
1916, the Allies lacked such machinery, and as a result, fought together 
ineffectively. To the extent combined planning occurred at all, it was 
limited to an exchange of views among the Entente Powers. Staff talks 
were held between France and Britain in 1905 and intermittently after 
1911 to establish logistical arrangements for the dispatch of the British 
to France.14 These talks never worked out what would happen once the 

   9      The German objective was twofold: to threaten the British through seize of  the Channel ports 
with operations by submarine, aircraft, and airships and to secure German lines of  communications 
through Belgium. Otto Schwink, Ypres 1914: An Official Account Published by Order of  the German 
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Front, 1914–1918 (Bassingstoke: Macmillan, 1996), 31–50; Neiberg, Foch, 31–44; Greenhalgh, Foch in 
Command, 43–73; and Prete, Strategy and Command, 119–83.

10     The British, for their part, were anxious to disengage and retreat the relative safety of  Calais 
and Boulogne. If  the British were to fall back, and thus away, from French and Belgian forces, the 
Allies would have been liable to defeat in detail. See George H Cassar, The Tragedy of  Sir John French 
(Newark: University of  Delaware Press, 1985), 254.

11    In Flanders, Foch had little choice but to inspire confidence, as he had no formal authority 
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12      Wilson quoted in Greenhalgh, Foch in Command, 68.
13    Cassar, Tragedy, 156; Elizabeth Greenhalgh, “Liaisons Not So Dangerous: First World War 

Liaison Officers and Marshal Ferdinand Foch,” in Finding Common Ground: New Directions in First 
World War Studies, ed. Jennifer D. Keene and Michael S. Neiberg (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 187–208, 
especially 192; and Elizabeth Greenhalgh, Victory through Coalition: Britain and France During the First 
World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 75–102.

14    For the seminal study of  Franco-British prewar staff  talks, see Samuel R Williamson, The 
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armies took the field of battle—specifically whether the British would 
join the French line or conduct independent operations in Belgium.15

With the outbreak of war, coalition political-military planning was 
little better. The Allies still relied on normal diplomatic channels, in 
addition to a few ad hoc and hasty meetings arranged between Allied 
commanders.16 But wartime decisions had to be taken quickly and 
required “direct and frequent consultations between the principal 
ministers concerned,” politicians and soldiers alike.17 Thus, each Allied 
headquarters devised its own operations, leaving liaison officers with 
the herculean task of combining them into a single plan. But the liaison 
mechanism alone was insufficient to the task.18

The liaison missions attached to each headquarters “might arrange 
details,” British liaison officer Edward Spears observed, “but they 
could not break down the water-tight compartment in which each 
staff worked, nor had they the authority to determine whether any 
fundamental divergence of conception, any charge of heart or mind, 
had occurred in the commanders.” 19 Instead, the best the Allies could 
manage in the words of British Prime Minister David Lloyd George was 
a poor “tailoring operation,” in which “different plans were stitched 
together” to obscure rather than resolve differences.20

The resulting military performance was accordingly abysmal. In 
August 1914, the Allies often fought at cross-purposes, routinely left 
each other in the lurch, and only slowly responded to German advances. 
During the Battle of Charleroi-Mons, for example, the operational 
objectives of the French and British armies were at odds—the British 
Expeditionary Force marched forward to take to the offensive, the 
adjacent French army halted its advance and shifted to the defensive, 
and the British were left marching forward in an exposed position.21 
Instead of meeting the enemy together, the French and British fought 
a series of uncoordinated actions and beat a hasty retreat. Indeed, the 
French retired without so much as a word of warning to their British 
ally, forcing the British to leave in haste, which opened a nine-mile gap 
between the two armies.22

To his credit, the French commander in chief, General Joseph- 
Jacques-Césaire Joffre, devised a new scheme to counterattack. 
Unfortunately, much valuable time and territory was lost in trying to 

15      Beyond the concentration zone, the French had no fixed plans for the action of  the British 
Expeditionary Force in the field. More generally, historian Robert Doughty argues that Plan XVII, 
which included a secret annex that anticipated any British intervention to take position left of  
the battle line, was little more than “a concentration plan with operational alternatives.” Robert 
A Doughty, “French Strategy in 1914: Joffre’s Own,” Journal of  Military History 67, no. 2 (April 
2003): 427–54; and Robert A Doughty, Pyrrhic Victory: French Strategy and Operations in the Great War 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), 17–57.

16      Jehuda Lothar Wallach, Uneasy Coalition: The Entente Experience in World War I (Westport, 
CT: Greenwood Press, 1993), 76; Philpott, Anglo-French Relations, 23–24, 93–95; Greenhalgh, Victory 
through Coalition, 36–40; and Prete, Strategy and Command, 52, 70–71.
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18      See Greenhalgh, Victory through Coalition, 75.
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gain his ally’s cooperation.23 As Spears observed, “General Joffre must 
have felt himself helpless, unable to adjust to differences he could only 
guess at, fettered by not being able to issue orders to the British soldier.” 24 
Instead, the decision-making process came to a standstill, and the Allies 
were unable to respond quickly and effectively to the German invasion. 
The result was the loss of the richest industrial region of France for the 
next four years.25

The coalition managed to avoid complete disaster at the Marne, but 
even then, the Allies fought poorly together. On the eve of battle, the 
British retired to the south as the French prepared to move forward. 
These disjointed movements placed the British Expeditionary Force 
some fifteen miles from its intended starting line and too far behind the 
French to play its assigned role in the campaign—the spearhead of the 
attack.26 Instead of a single plan of operations, two plans had emerged 
for a counterattack against the German right flank, each of which asked 
the British to occupy a different position.27 And no institutional 
mechanism existed to forge the opposing schemes into a single plan. 
Instead, the British exploited the confusion, turning their role in the 
counteroffensive into a supporting one.28 Though Joffre was in a position 
to encircle and destroy the entire German First Army, he could do little 
to bring the requisite coalition battlefield cooperation about in time.29 
The tragedy of the Marne was that it fell short of the victory it might 
have been, owing to the absence of allied institutions.

In the face of mounting casualties, however, Allied leaders finally 
began building the institutional machinery for common political-
military planning. The first such effort was a hastily organized summit 
of senior political and military leaders convened at Calais and Chantilly 
in July and December 1915. These summits marked the first concerted 
effort to forge a common strategy—a combined Franco-British offensive 
at the Somme.30 The planning process entailed numerous written 
exchanges, telephone contacts, and frequent visits between the French 
and British commands.31 Whereas the Allies previously drew up separate 
plans before attempting to coordinate them through slow diplomatic 
channels, they initiated this plan together and continued their close 
collaboration until the eve of battle.32
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Critically, the establishment of coalition institutions for military 
planning led to observable improvements in battlefield effectiveness. 
Lost in the drama of the Somme is the emerging Allied capacity to 
fight as a cohesive combined force. On the basic idea of the operation, 
a combined Franco-British attack along a broad front, there was a 
fundamental convergence between the two Allies that resulted directly 
from their frequent contact and staff meetings.33 Importantly, the 
movements of the two armies were closely coordinated: French artillery 
kept up a steady barrage south of the river to prevent the Germans 
from enfilading British units to the north.34 Franco-British battlefield 
performance had improved, and for reasons directly attributable to 
adopting coalition planning machinery.

Coalitions Facilitate Learning, Innovation, and Adaptation
As the combatants adapted to the challenges of modern warfare, 

they learned from each other. In 1914, the British officer corps did 
not believe it had much to learn from the French, but this sentiment 
dissipated in 1916 with the heavy losses suffered during the First Battle 
of the Somme.35 Thereafter, the British made a sincere effort to study 
French techniques. British officers visited French formations over the 
winter of 1916–17 to observe and to report on French methods for 
organizing defenses, coordinating artillery and infantry efforts, and 
training troops.36 They gave particular attention to “new” French tactics 
rooted in a more decentralized, elastic doctrine that allowed platoon 
commanders greater latitude to attack in small, dispersed teams.37 
Many of these French tactical developments were codified into two key 
manuals—Instructions for the Training of Platoons for Offensive Action and The 
Normal Formation for the Attack—which guided British infantry training 
and tactics until the end of the war.38

Collaborative learning occurred at all levels of and across all sectors 
of the Allied front. Much of this learning was horizontal and localized, 
often occurring at the junction of French and British formations. 
By observing the operational and tactical methods of their allies, 
commanders were forced to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses 
of their own practices.39 A visit to the French Fifth Army by the chief 
of staff of the British XV Corps in February 1917 identified many 

33      Martin Gilbert, The Somme: Heroism and Horror in the First World War (New York: Henry 
Holt, 2006), 49.

34      William Philpott, Three Armies on the Somme: The First Battle of  the Twentieth Century (New York, 
NY: Alfred A. Knopf, 2010), 171–72.

35      Greenhalgh, Victory through Coalition, 61–63.
36      Chris Kempshall, British, French and American Relations on the Western Front, 1914–1918 (Cham, 

Switzerland: Springer, 2018), 8, 130.
37      The Canadian General Sir Arthur Currie served as a knowledge conduit, observing French 

formations at Verdun and propogating such information between French, British, and Canadian 
formations. See Mark Osborne Humphries, “ ‘Old Wine in New Bottles’: A Comparison of  British 
and Canadian Preparations for the Battle of  Arras,” in Vimy Ridge: A Canadian Reassessment, ed. 
Geoffrey Hayes, Andrew Iarocci, and Mike Bechthold (Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid Laurier University 
Press, 2007), 65–86; and Fox, Learning to Fight, 148–50.

38      British Expeditionary Force (BEF), Instructions for the Training of  Platoons for Offensive Action, 
Stationary Service Pamphlet (SS) 143 (London, General Headquarters, February 1917); and BEF, 
The Normal Formation for the Attack, SS144 (London: General Headquarters, February 1917). See 
also, Simon Robbins, British Generalship on the Western Front 1914–1918: Defeat into Victory (London: 
Routledge, 2005), 95.

39      Fox, Learning to Fight, 151–52.



on allianCes and Coalitions Grieco        33

similarities between French and British methods. But it also revealed 
the need for additional improvements to British fire and maneuver.40

Although some efforts were made after 1916 to translate and 
distribute French tactical manuals, most of the lessons passed informally 
between French and British soldiers, and spread to the newly arriving 
American units through personal contacts or formal instruction. The 
British and the French established missions in the United States to train 
their new ally in trench warfare and continued their tutelage at training 
camps in France. These interactions exposed American units to the 
latest French and British army tactics—even if senior officers such as 
General John J. Pershing resisted the new combat methods, limited the 
effective transfer of knowledge, and thus contributed to thousands of 
needless US casualties.41

In a war in which success ultimately depended on learning and 
adapting doctrine faster than the enemy, fighting alongside allies 
conferred significant advantages. American soldiers would most 
certainly have fared better if their leaders had exploited this advantage 
to its full potential. Fortunately, a number of division and lower-level 
commanders were more open to these lessons from Allies and learned 
to fight like the French and British.42 Intra-alliance learning was thus a 
critical, albeit often overlooked factor in understanding how and why 
the Allies eventually defeated Germany in the First World War.

Persuasive Leadership Builds Influence
Of all the lessons learned in the war, unity of command was the 

most important. Independent command was tried for the first three 
years of the war, to disastrous results. From the start, the British 
remained an autonomous force, acting in collaboration with, but not 
under the control of, the larger French army. The orders given to the 
British commander in chief were unequivocal on this point: “I wish you 
distinctly to understand that your command is an entirely independent 
one, and that you will in no case come in any sense under the order of 
any Allied General.” 43

These parallel command arrangements weakened coalition 
effectiveness on the battlefield. Each ally pursued its own national 
interests, and cooperation during battles depended entirely on 
continuing goodwill, particularly the willingness of British and French 
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gratuitous violence against even very conservative Muslims. Thurston 
also doubts that the Islamic State provided much support to Boko 
Haram even after it declared loyalty to the Caliphate in March 2015. At 
that point, Islamic State leaders might have viewed Nigeria as a marginal 
sideshow, although this situation may yet change.

Thurston doubts the Nigerian government will permanently defeat 
Boko Haram or its descendants as long as poverty, unemployment, 
and corruption dominate northern Nigeria. He also states that harsh 
Nigerian military tactics can harm civilians and inadvertently strengthen 
Boko Haram. Unfortunately, his search for alternatives does not come 
up with much. He likes the concept of a deradicalization program, but 
such efforts have often failed outside of Saudi Arabia, where they are 
exceptionally well funded in ways that few other countries can duplicate. 
Nevertheless, Thurston is clearly correct that efforts to destroy Boko 
Haram will need a political as well as a military component and that 
the government needs to make a strong effort to win the loyalty of all 
its northern citizens. Finally, a central lesson of this study is that Boko 
Haram rose from the ashes once in its history and could do so again as 
the result of Nigerian and world complacency.

Congo’s Violent Peace: Conflict and Struggle 
Since the Great African War

By Kris Berwouts

Reviewed by Diane Chido, author of Intelligence Sharing on Transnational 
Organized Crime in Peace Keeping Environments

T he Democratic Republic of  the Congo (DRC) strives to prove the 
central theme of  George Friedman’s book, Flashpoints: the most 

dangerous thing in the world to be is rich and weak. With nearly 20 years 
of  experience working and living in the country for which he expresses 
great love and despair, author Kris Berwouts endeavors to overcome the 
casual observer’s tendency to miss the region’s complexity and nuance 
and to dismiss the frequent and intense violence as “senseless savagery.” 
He provides a cogent analysis of  the three root causes of  conflict as the 
dismemberment of  the Congolese state, the extension of  the Rwandan 
conflict, and the illicit exploitation of  Congo’s natural resources.

The key takeaway of this book is an appreciation of Congo as a 
nation of extremes. It is the largest country in sub-Saharan Africa. It has 
the greatest variety and amount of natural resources. It has borne the 
deadliest series of conflicts since World War II. And, its 2006 election 
was so heavily supported by the European Union that it has been called 
the most expensive poll in history. The dizzying array of violent armed 
groups, which Berwouts terms “social bandits” exacerbating violent 
conflict in Congo, caused this analyst to long for a social network map, 
but the acronym list provided a critical reference.

For a brief historical recap, King Afonso I ascended the Congolese 
throne in 1506, soon after the first Portuguese settlers arrived, and 
reigned for the next 40 years as the slave trade gained momentum and 
utterly transformed the region. Afonso sent many letters to King John 
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locations, but for the populations, ethnicity was not a binary concept. 
The new maps and their enforcement created territorial enclaves 
that solidified identity, and thus today’s identity-based politics. These 
associations were exacerbated by the Belgians importing labor, creating 
a sense of nativism versus foreigner, even within the same ethnic group.

With democracy and land ownership came new a concept that 
the size of a constituency mattered for elections, so implementing 
exclusionary rules for determining who is a citizen with voting and 
landowning rights coupled with targeted violence made perfect sense. 
Such outcomes resulted in communities and individuals with economic 
interests who perceived a need to form armed militias. Thus, it is clear 
that the savagery is by no means senseless.

Berwouts concludes that the international community continues 
to “benevolently” impose new peace and stability efforts on DRC and 
the region as a whole that ignore local realities. A lack of political will 
within the domestic arena, along with the failure of the international 
community to hold DRC to recommended security sector reforms, as 
well as police and military leaders who see their territories as personal 
piggybanks, have led to a continued vortex of violence and exploitation.

Berwouts describes the use of rape as a calculated weapon of war 
that has three decisive effects. First, women are used as a spoil of war 
to define the victor. Then in the spirit of genocide, as a direct attack on 
the reproductive capacity of the target group. And finally, just when it 
seems the conflict is over, security forces, and even local members of 
a community, engage in such acts with impunity, thus solidifying the 
poison of conflict in the population’s culture.

With greed, a lack of legitimacy and governance, and stalled security 
sector reform, Congo has been exploited since its “discovery” without 
pause for its valuable resources, including its people. In fact, Berwouts 
posits “kleptocracy” was coined to describe Congo, leaving the reader 
with a feeling of dread for the country’s future.

Militarised Responses to Transnational 
Organised Crime: The War on Crime

Edited by Tuesday Reitano, Lucia Bird Ruiz-Benitez de Lugo, and 
Sasha Jesperson

Reviewed by Robert J. Bunker, adjunct research professor, Strategic Studies 
Institute, US Army

M ilitarised Responses to Transnational Organised Crime is drawn from 
a series of  conference papers—delivered at expert seminars in 

London in November 2015 and in Geneva in February 2016 by sixteen 
contributors—along with introductory and concluding contextual essays 
penned by two of  the editors. British and European scholarly thinking 
and perceptions primarily influence the work that has direct linkages 
to the Global Initiative against Transnational Organized Crime based 
in Geneva and the Royal United Services Institute for Defence Studies 
based in London.
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Karlin’s case study selections are excellent. Though her choice of 
Vietnam as an example of failure was a little obvious, she did a very 
good job of staying on her point and avoiding the likely pitfalls. While 
the choice of Greece as an example of successful buildup of partner 
militaries is interesting, the dichotomy of the two Lebanese cases makes 
this book unique. In the first case, Karlin makes a solid argument 
that US support for the Lebanese military partially failed due to the 
involvement of regional actors. The second case, however, truly displays 
the complications of building partner militaries when she discusses 
how the Lebanese both criticized US assistance although the Lebanese 
officials and also failed to take full advantage of that assistance. A perfect 
example was the number of Lebanese officials that declared they were 
more pleased with American training than equipment, while placing an 
officer recently trained in counterterrorism in charge of the gym at the 
Beirut officers’ club.

The critiques of Building Militaries in Fragile States involve the 
definitions, charts, graphs, and the Vietnamese case study. The 
definitions avoid taking a strong stance, which makes the book read 
more like a history than a social science-based policy book. Whether 
referring to military assistance, security force assistance, or something 
else entirely, Karlin is in a unique position to enlighten her readers 
about her definitions of concepts, and even how those definitions 
evolved during her career in academe and policy. The charts and graphs 
seemed to be more of a distraction than a visual enhancement for the 
argument. More than likely, these unnecessary illustrations were added 
at the behest of senior academics.

Lastly, the Vietnamese case study was problematic. Though the 
conclusions are understandable and correct, the manner in which Karlin 
comes to them will likely concern people far more knowledgeable of 
Vietnam than me. Karlin operates on the theory that the failures in 
Vietnam of the Military Assistance Advisory Groups and the Army of 
the Republic of Vietnam were due primarily to the lack of focus on 
internal security and the toxic leadership of Lieutenant General Samuel 
T. Williams. Appreciating that this study focused on the military, there 
can be no denying that government corruption of the Republic of 
Vietnam was a major factor in losing hearts and minds. From the aspect 
that the failure of Vietnam was due to Williams’s specific personality, 
there was little mention of either President Diem Ngo Dinh or Major 
General Edward G. Lansdale, both of whom could have easily had the 
failure of Vietnam laid at their feet.

In summary, Building Militaries in Fragile States is an excellent policy 
book trying to wrestle with a problem that has confounded the United 
States for many, many years. Karlin speaks from a unique academic 
and policy background, making a case that few can. She neither tries to 
cheapen her argument with easy fixes or silly analogies but charges all 
academic, government, and military professionals to continue searching 
for answers. Her main point emphasizing how is one that policymakers 
should, and hopefully will, be more considerate of. For those interested 
in becoming acquainted with the topic or those trying to consider 
different solutions to age-old problems, I highly recommend this book 
both for its content and readability.
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