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Delegating policymaking functions to members of the military 
profession can undermine civilian control in democracies, and yet 
democratic leaders continue to do just this. So why do leaders of 
democratic states delegate policymaking responsibilities to the 
military?  Existing research does not provide a comprehensive 
answer to this question. To shed light on this understudied 
phenomenon, I advance a new concept of erosion of civilian 
control by deference. Using the Trump presidency as a case 
study, and considering additional evidence from the Clinton and 
Bush (43) administrations, I investigate three drivers of deference 
— boosting approval, avoiding responsibility, and cajoling the 
military. Relying on qualitative and quantitative analysis, I also 
show how deference to the military eroded civilian control under 
the Trump administration.
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“[I]f you want to get into a debate with a four-
star Marine general, I think that that’s something 

highly inappropriate.”
— Sarah Sanders, White House Press Secretary1

The United States has experienced mul-
tiple episodes of civil-military tension 
that have bordered on eroding norms of 
civilian control over the last 30 years.2 

The Trump administration amplified the politiciza-
tion of the military to the degree that it became 
a distinct feature of civil-military relations during 
former President Donald Trump’s presidency.3 

Specifically, the increased reliance on the military 
in policymaking became a salient feature of U.S. 
civil-military relations during the Trump admin-
istration and is likely to have lasting consequenc-
es. Trump’s initial set of appointees included Gen. 
(Ret.) James Mattis as secretary of defense, Gen. 
(Ret.) John Kelly as secretary of homeland security, 
and Lt. Gen. (Ret.) Michael Flynn as national se-
curity adviser. Even before Trump’s inauguration, 
scholars of civil-military relations voiced concerns 
about the growing influence of former military mem-
bers in his administration.4 It did not seem, how-
ever, that the new president shared this concern.  
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Regardless of the retired or active-duty status of 
his team members, Trump referred to them as “my 
generals,” underscoring their connection to the 
military profession and institution.

 Trump’s intention to invoke the Insurrection 
Act of 1807 and use the military in response to the 
Black Lives Matter protests in June 2020, as well as 
the subsequent statements of Mattis, Adm. (Ret.) 
Michael Mullen, and Gen. (Ret.) Martin Dempsey 
condemning this move, once again brought to the 
fore the increased role that the armed forces play 
in U.S. politics today.5 Most importantly, this ex-
ample showed that high-ranking members of the 
military profession deemed it appropriate, and 
even necessary, to use their political power to im-
pose constraints on presidential policy decisions. 
These developments warrant a thorough exami-
nation of how the extensive reliance on military 
elites in policymaking affects civilian control and 
democratic governance.

The erosion of civil-military norms is not a 
unique aberration that will fix itself with the con-
clusion of Trump’s presidential term. While Trump 
is not the first U.S. president to rely on senior 
military officers in policymaking, his presidency 
was characterized by what Loren DeJonge Schul-
man calls a “hurricane of civil-military norm up-
ending.”6 President Joe Biden’s team will have to 
deal with the damage left by that storm. Despite 
the fact that the United States now has a new  

5   Christine Hauser, “What Is the Insurrection Act of 1807, the Law Behind Trump’s Threat to States?” New York Times, June 2, 2020, https://www.
nytimes.com/article/insurrection-act.html; Mike Mullen, “I Cannot Remain Silent,” The Atlantic, June 2, 2020, https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/
archive/2020/06/american-cities-are-not-battlespaces/612553/; Jeffrey Goldberg, “James Mattis Denounces President Trump, Describes Him as a 
Threat to the Constitution,” The Atlantic, June 3, 2020, www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2020/06/james-mattis-denounces-trump-protests-mil-
itarization/612640/; and Steve Inskeep, “Former Joint Chiefs Chairman Condemns Trump’s Threat to Use Military at Protests,” NPR, June 4, 2020, 
https://www.npr.org/2020/06/04/870004024/former-joint-chiefs-chairman-condemns-trumps-threat-to-use-military-at-protests.

6   Loren DeJonge Schulman, “Post-Chaos Homework on Civil-Military Relations,” War on the Rocks, Feb. 22, 2019, https://warontherocks.
com/2019/02/post-chaos-homework-on-civil-military-relations/. For a comprehensive analysis of civil-military relations and a list of civil-military 
incidents under Trump, see Jim Golby, “Uncivil-Military Relations: Politicization of the Military in the Trump Era,” Strategic Studies Quarterly 15, no. 2 
(Summer 2021): 149–74, https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/SSQ/documents/Volume-15_Issue-2/Golby2.pdf.

7   John B. Londregan and Keith T. Poole, “Poverty, the Coup Trap, and the Seizure of Executive Power,” World Politics 42, no. 2 (January 1990): 151–
83, https://doi.org/10.2307/2010462; Aaron Belkin and Evan Schofer, “Toward a Structural Understanding of Coup Risk,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 
47, no. 5 (2003): 594–620, https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002703258197; Jonathan M. Powell, and Clayton L. Thyne, “Global Instances of Coups from 
1950 to 2010: A New Dataset,” Journal of Peace Research 48, no. 2 (March 2011): 249–59, https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343310397436; Ulrich Pilster, 
and Tobias Böhmelt, “Do Democracies Engage Less in Coup-Proofing? On the Relationship Between Regime Type and Civil-Military Relations,” Foreign 
Policy Analysis 8, no. 4 (October 2012): 355–72, https://www.jstor.org/stable/24910794; Jonathan Powell, “Determinants of the Attempting and 
Outcome of Coups d’état,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 56, no. 6 (December 2012): 1017–40, https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002712445732; Tobias Böh-
melt, and Ulrich Pilster, “The Impact of Institutional Coup-Proofing on Coup Attempts and Coup Outcomes,” International Interactions 41, no. 1 (2015): 
158–82, https://doi.org/10.1080/03050629.2014.906411; Curtis Bell, “Coup d’État and Democracy,” Comparative Political Studies 49, no. 9 (August 
2016): 1167–1200, https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414015621081; Martin Gassebner, Jerg Gutmann, and Stefan Voigt, “When to Expect a Coup d’état? An 
Extreme Bounds Analysis of Coup Determinants,” Public Choice 169, no. 3–4 (2016): 293–313, https://EconPapers.repec.org/RePEc:zbw:ilewps:3; Varun 
Piplani and Caitlin Talmadge, “When War Helps Civil-Military Relations: Prolonged Interstate Conflict and the Reduced Risk of Coups,” Journal of Con-
flict Resolution 60, no. 8 (December2016): 1368–94, https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002714567950; Holger Albrecht and Dorothy Ohl, “Exit, Resistance, 
Loyalty: Military Behavior During Unrest in Authoritarian Regimes,” Perspectives on Politics 14, no. 1 (March 2016): 38–52, https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1537592715003217; and Holger Albrecht and Kevin Koehler, “Going on the Run: What Drives Military Desertion in Civil War?” Security Studies 27, no. 2 
(2018): 179–203, https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2017.1386931.

8   Risa A. Brooks, “Integrating the Civil-Military Relations Subfield,” Annual Review of Political Science, no. 22 (May 2019): 379-98, https://doi.
org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-060518-025407.

9   David Kuehn and Harold Trinkunas, “Conditions of Military Contestation in Populist Latin America,” Democratization 24, no. 5 (2017): 859–80, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2017.1293659. 

10  Harold A. Trinkunas, Crafting Civilian Control of the Military in Venezuela: A Comparative Perspective (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2005); and Zoltan Barany, The Soldier and the Changing State: Building Democratic Armies in Africa, Asia, Europe, and the Americas (Prince-
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012).

administration, the U.S. military carries the lega-
cy of erosion of civil-military norms. Moreover, the 
societal perception of what is and what is not an 
appropriate degree of military influence on policy 
has also shifted in the last four years. Thus, the 
Biden administration will have to remedy both the 
erosion of civil-military norms and the resulting 
shift of bureaucratic patterns. In order to do this, it 
is critical to understand the drivers behind the ex-
ecutive’s delegation of policymaking prerogatives 
to members of the military profession within the 
Trump administration and beyond it. In addition, 
identifying what is behind the increased reliance 
on the military in policymaking is crucial for recog-
nizing the risks for civilian control and preventing 
the future weakening of democratic norms. 

For a long time, scholarship on civil-military re-
lations has focused on the erosion of civilian con-
trol originating from the military, including coups, 
defections, and insubordination.7 Unsurprisingly, 
the most studied form of erosion of civilian control 
is a coup.8 However, the military is not the only ac-
tor with the agency to shift the balance of power 
and weaken civilian control.9 The government’s own 
actions can decrease the power of civilians in pol-
icymaking. Presumably, the civilian government is 
interested in precisely the opposite — limiting the 
military’s political power and exercising robust civil-
ian control.10 However, recent and historical events 
point to the contrary and indicate an increased  
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reliance on the military in policymaking. This obser-
vation motivates this paper’s central question: Why 
would democratically elected officials voluntarily 
delegate part of the authority entrusted in them by 
the voters to members of the military?

To answer this question, I first introduce a new 
concept — the erosion of civilian control of the 
military by the executive’’s deference to members 
of the military profession in policymaking (hence-
forth: erosion by deference). Conceptualizing this 
relevant yet understudied phenomenon will help 
to capture the decrease of relative civilian power 
in policymaking occurring through the intentional 
delegation of authority to the military by elected 
officials. Then, relying on the literature on civil-mil-
itary relations, regime legitimacy, and democratic 
governance, I propose three drivers of deference — 
boosting popular approval, avoiding responsibility, 
and cajoling the military. I also specify the condi-
tions that enable or spark certain mechanisms of 
erosion, including high and growing popular trust 
in the military, low and decreasing popular approv-
al of the executive, the executive’s departure from 
previously stated policy goals, high civil-military 
tensions, and a degree of convergence between ci-
vilian and military preferences. 

Using detailed case studies from the Trump, 
Clinton, and Bush (43) administrations, I demon-
strate the analytical utility of the new concept of 
erosion by deference and its drivers. The Trump 
administration case provides a data-reach research 
context in which most of the conditions making 
erosion by deference likely are present. Therefore, 
studying this case allows for the observance of all 
three abovementioned drivers of deference while 
keeping historical, cultural, and personalistic var-
iables constant. The addition of the Clinton and 
Bush administrations shows that, while the degree 
and scope of erosion by deference under Trump 
was unprecedented, this phenomenon is produced 
by factors outside just the executive’s personality. 

The article then analyzes the qualitative and 
quantitative evidence for the erosion of civilian  

11   Andrew Cottey, Timothy Edmunds, and Anthony Forster, “The Second Generation Problematic: Rethinking Democracy and Civil-Military Rela-
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Agency, Oversight, and Civil-Military Relations (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003); Trinkunas, Crafting Civilian Control of the Military 
in Venezuela; Aurel Croissant, et al., “Beyond the Fallacy of Coup-ism: Conceptualizing Civilian Control of the Military in Emerging Democracies,” 
Democratization 17, no. 5 (2010): 950–75, https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2010.501180; Barany, The Soldier and the Changing State; and Aurel 
Croissant, and David Kuehn, eds., Reforming Civil-Military Relations in New Democracies: Democratic Control and Military Effectiveness in Compara-
tive Perspectives (Cham, Switzerland: Springer International Publishing, 2017).

12   Feaver, Armed Servants, 5.

13   Eliot A. Cohen, “The Unequal Dialogue: The Theory and Reality of Civil-Military Relations and the Use of Force,” in Soldiers and Civilians: 
The Civil-Military Gap and American National Security, ed. Peter D. Feaver and Richard H. Kohn (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001); Peter D. Feaver, 
“The Civil-Military Problematique: Huntington, Janowitz, and the Question of Civilian Control,” Armed Forces and Society 23, no. 2 (January 1996): 
149–78, https://doi.org/10.1177/0095327X9602300203; and Cottey, Edmunds, and Forster, “The Second Generation Problematic.”

14   Trinkunas, Crafting Civilian Control of the Military in Venezuela.

15   Croissant et al., “Beyond the Fallacy of Coup-Ism.” 

control by deference under the Trump administra-
tion, showing how delegating policymaking tasks 
to the military weakened civilian control. The con-
cluding discussion suggests that erosion of civilian 
control by deference is relevant outside the United 
States and is especially alarming for states with high 
societal trust in the military, populist leadership, 
and an overall tendency for democratic backsliding.

Why Is Deference a Problem?

Before answering the central question of this 
study, it is important to discuss why civilian def-
erence to the military in policymaking is problem-
atic, especially in democratic regimes. To begin, 
civilian control of the military is a necessary attrib-
ute of democratic governance and a crucial step in 
democratization.11 The actors that control the mil-
itary in democracies — be they the executive, the 
legislature, or both — acquire legitimacy through 
public participation in elections.12 In addition, be-
sides preventing coups and assuring subordina-
tion, democratic civilian control requires civilian 
dominance in policymaking,13 including relying on 
civilian expertise in national security and foreign 
policy.14 Thus, while civilian dominance in policy-
making is optional for autocracies, it is an essential 
requirement in democracies.

 The concept of erosion by deference challenges 
the idea that delegating policymaking responsibili-
ties to members of the military profession does not 
constitute a threat to civilian control.15 The argu-
ment that delegation does not constitute a problem 
for civilian control rests on the assumption that ci-
vilians can decide when, how, and how much power 
to give to the military and that they can take it back 
whenever they see fit. But this argument does not 
consider the third actor in this power relationship: 
the citizen. In democratic states, political power is 
conditioned on popular support of the government 
and societal trust in institutions. Since power does 
not wholly reside in elected officials and depends on 
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popular approval, civilian officials may not be free to 
take back fully the power that they have delegated. 
In particular, they cannot reverse popular feelings 
toward members of the military that the military’s 
increased participation in policymaking will engen-
der. For instance, popular acceptance of the military 
as an authority in policymaking and tolerance of the 
military’s participation in partisan politics may not 
be easily reversed by appointing a civilian in a pol-
icymaking role that was previously held by a mem-
ber of the military. Furthermore, military officers 
charged with fulfilling political duties may acquire 
a sense of entitlement and superiority and lose re-
spect for civilian authorities who delegated their re-
sponsibilities to the uniformed services.16

More specifically, if the policies that the military 
introduces are successful, delegation can increase 
the overall political influence of the military — an in-
stitution that should not be involved in the political 
power competition in democracies at all. Increased 
political credibility of the military may enable mil-
itary officers to impose constraints on civilian ex-
ecutives’ decision-making by publicly claiming ap-
proval or disapproval of certain policies. Moreover, 
delegating the responsibility for policymaking to 
the current and former members of the military un-
dermines the perception of the armed forces as a 
non-partisan institution.17 On the other hand, if the 
policies that the members of the military profession 
introduce are unsuccessful, it can cast a shadow of 
popular mistrust on an institution whose members, 
unlike politicians whose policies were unsuccessful, 
cannot be reelected, undermining faith in a critical 
public institution. In turn, if citizens consider the 
armed forces to be a partisan player, popular trust 
in the military becomes a function of party affilia-
tion. Such an arrangement could negatively affect 
recruitment to the armed forces, discouraging the 
supporters of certain political parties from joining. 

16   Charles J. Dunlap, Jr., “The Origins of the American Military Coup of 2012,” Parameters 22, no. 4 (Winter 1992-93), https://core.ac.uk/down-
load/pdf/62563532.pdf; Eliot A. Cohen, “Why the Gap Matters,” The National Interest, no. 61 (2000): 38-48, https://nationalinterest.org/article/
why-the-gap-matters-1208; David Pion-Berlin, “Delegation or Dereliction? When Governments Assign Too Many Defense Posts to Military Officials,” 
Democracy and Security 16, no. 1 (2020): 85, https://doi.org/10.1080/17419166.2019.1582339. 

17   Loren DeJonge Schulman and Mara Karlin, “Keeping Up Civ-Mil Relations,” War on the Rocks, April 19, 2017, https://warontherocks.
com/2017/04/keeping-up-civ-mil-relations/; and Risa Brooks, “Paradoxes of Professionalism: Rethinking Civil-Military Relations in the United 
States,” International Security 44, no. 4 (Spring 2020): 7–44, https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00374.

18   Mackubin Thomas Owens, “Military Officers: Political Without Partisanship,” Strategic Studies Quarterly 9, no. 3 (Fall 2015): 88–101, https://
www.jstor.org/stable/26271520.

19   Cohen, “The Unequal Dialogue,” 458.

20   Pion-Berlin, “Delegation or Dereliction?”

21   Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-Military Relations (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1957).

22   Richard Betts, Soldiers, Statesmen, and Cold War Crises (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991); Peter D. Feaver and Richard H. Kohn, 
eds., Soldiers and Civilians: The Civil-Military Gap and American National Security (Cambridge, MA: M.I.T. Press, 2001); and Peter D. Feaver, and 
Christopher Gelpi, Choosing Your Battles: American Civil-Military Relations and the Use of Force (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005),.

23   For instance, members of congress with a military background have a higher preference for increased congressional oversight over war opera-
tions. Danielle L. Lupton, “Out of the Service, Into the House: Military Experience and Congressional War Oversight,” Political Research Quarterly 70, 
no. 2 (June 2017): 327–39, https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912917691359.

This connection between service and partisanship 
would make the military less representative of the 
population, which is critically important in democ-
racies where popular trust in the military protecting 
the state and all members of its society is crucial. 
The military’s partisanship could be especially detri-
mental in states with an all-volunteer force like the 
United States. 

Of course, some argue that it is impossible and, 
in fact, undesirable to separate the military from 
policymaking because strategy and policy are in-
herently interconnected.18 Nevertheless, the dele-
gation of policymaking responsibilities to members 
of the military profession is different from consult-
ing with military experts on matters of policy. In 
what Eliot Cohen calls an “unequal dialogue” be-
tween civilian executives and the military, “both 
groups must expect a running conversation in 
which, although civilian opinion will not dictate, it 
must dominate.”19 This is why arguing that civil-
ians lack expertise in certain areas and need the 
military’s input on policy matters only partially 
explains the delegation of policymaking preroga-
tives to the military.20 Specifically, while soliciting 
military advice to inform the evaluation of threats 
and opportunities or ways and means is warranted, 
charging officers with the responsibility to decide 
on these matters undermines civilian dominance in 
policymaking. 

In addition, empirical studies on the effect of 
having a military background on decision-mak-
ing support the existence of what Samuel Hun-
tington calls the “military mind.”21 In particular, 
political elites with a military background have 
divergent policy preferences compared to their 
civilian counterparts, especially when it comes 
to the use of force.22 Some members of the mili-
tary profession may have preferences that would 
actually strengthen civilian oversight.23 However, 
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the extensive participation of the military in gov-
ernment might increase the reliance on the use of 
force in foreign policy.24 Moreover, even in demo-
cratic countries, the higher ranks of the military 
(which includes those who are most likely to get 
involved in politics) are not diverse or inclusive. 
For example, in the United States, women, people 
of color, and ethnic and religious minorities tend to 
be underrepresented in the higher echelons of the 
military profession.25 Therefore, heavy reliance on 
the military in policymaking can amplify biases in 
decision-making and limit the input of underrepre-
sented communities in politics.

It is important to note that erosion by deference 
is different from other forms of weakening civilian 
control (i.e., erosion by insubordination or compe-
tition) because it originates from the actions of the 
civilian executive, which are the main focus of this 
paper.26 When elected executives delegate policy-
making responsibilities to members of the military 
profession, they do so because they are pursuing 
certain political goals that someone with a military 
background might help to accomplish. For exam-
ple, appointing a general in a top policymaking 
position could increase popular confidence in the 
government’s policies on a particular issue. At the 
same time, it could limit civilian input in the poli-
cy process, leading to erosion of civilian control.27 
It is of less importance whether retired generals 
are technically civilians so long as the civilian exec-
utive is taking advantage of their military creden-

24   Jason K. Dempsey, Our Army: Soldiers, Politics, and American Civil-Military Relations (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010); David 
Stadelmann, Marco Portmann, and Reiner Eichenberger, “Military Careers of Politicians Matter for National Security Policy,” Journal of Economic Behav-
ior and Organization, no. 116 (August 2015): 142–56, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jebo.2015.04.001; and Peter White, “Generals in the Cabinet: Military 
Participation in Government and International Conflict Initiation,” International Studies Quarterly, (2021), https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqab012.

25   “Demographics of the U.S. Military,” Council on Foreign Relations, July 13, 2020, https://www.cfr.org/article/demographics-us-military.

26   On three forms of erosion, see Polina Beliakova, “Erosion of Civilian Control in Democracies: A Comprehensive Framework for Comparative 
Analysis,” Comparative Political Studies 54, no. 8 (July 2021): 1393–1423, https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414021989757. On the importance of the ci-
vilian side of the bargain, see Mara E. Karlin and Alice Hunt Friend, “Military Worship Hurts U.S. Democracy,” Foreign Policy, Sept. 21, 2018, https://
foreignpolicy.com/2018/09/21/military-worship-hurts-us-democracy-civilian-trump/.

27   Lauren Fish, “The Lack of Diverse Viewpoints on Trump’s National Security Team and Its Long-Term Consequences,” in “Policy Roundtable: 
Civil-Military Relations Now and Tomorrow,” Texas National Security Review, March 27, 2018, https://tnsr.org/roundtable/policy-roundtable-civ-
il-military-relations-now-tomorrow/.

28   David Barno and Nora Bensahel, “Why No General Should Serve as White House Chief of Staff,” War on the Rocks, Sept. 12, 2017, https://
warontherocks.com/2017/09/why-no-general-should-serve-as-white-house-chief-of-staff/.

29   The literature on democratic backsliding specifies that erosion of democracies happens through the institutions that usually uphold the 
democratic character of the regime. See Larry Diamond, “Facing Up to the Democratic Recession,” Journal of Democracy 26, no. 1 (January 2015): 
141–55, https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2015.0009; Nancy Bermeo, “On Democratic Backsliding,” Journal of Democracy 27, no. 1 (January 2016): 5–19, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2016.0012; Valeriya Mechkova, Anna Lührmann, and Staffan I. Lindberg, “How Much Democratic Backsliding?” Journal 
of Democracy 28, no. 4 (October 2017): 162–69; David Waldner and Ellen Lust, “Unwelcome Change: Coming to Terms with Democratic Backsliding,” 
Annual Review of Political Science, no. 21, no. 1 (May 2018): 93–113, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-050517-114628; Jennifer Gandhi, “The 
Institutional Roots of Democratic Backsliding,” Journal of Politics 81, no. 1 (January 2019): e11–16, https://doi.org/10.1086/700653; and Aníbal 
Pérez-Liñán, Nicolás Schmidt, and Daniela Vairo, “Presidential Hegemony and Democratic Backsliding in Latin America, 1925–2016,” Democratization 
26, no. 4 (2019): 606–25, https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2019.1566321.

30   For academic sources see Kohn, “The Erosion of Civilian Control of the Military in the United States Today”; Marybeth Ulrich, “‘Cashing In’ 
Stars: Does the Professional Ethic Apply in Retirement?” Strategic Studies Quarterly 9, no. 3 (Fall 2015): 102–25, https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/
Portals/10/SSQ/documents/Volume-09_Issue-3/Ulrich.pdf; and Pion-Berlin, “Delegation or Dereliction?” Recent public scholarship and commentary 
on the subject of deference includes Ronald R. Krebs and Robert Ralston, “Civilian Control of the Military Is a Partisan Issue,” Foreign Affairs, July 
14, 2020, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2020-07-14/civilian-control-military-partisan-issue; and James Joyner, “Greater 
Deference to Generals Has Undermined Civilian Control of the Military,” New York Times, Dec. 6, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/roomforde-
bate/2016/12/06/is-it-wrong-to-have-a-general-like-james-mattis-run-the-pentagon/greater-deference-to-generals-has-undermined-civilian-con-
trol-of-the-military.

tials. For this reason, the civilian executive’s moti-
vations for deference constitute the core concern 
of this research.

In sum, the delegation of policymaking tasks to 
members of the military profession can decrease 
civilian input in politics, elevate the political weight 
of military elites, undermine trust between civilian 
executives and the military,28 question the non-par-
tisan nature of the armed forces, undermine pop-
ular confidence in them, and introduce biases to 
the decision-making process. These developments 
can have a devastating effect not only on civilian 
control but also on other democratic institutions 
and processes. Thus, understanding the drivers of 
the erosion of civilian control by deference is crit-
ical for acquiring a more nuanced perspective of 
the broader processes of democratic backsliding.29 

Defining Civilian Deference 
to the Military

Although academic literature and commentary 
discuss the phenomenon of civilian deference to 
the military and its erosive potential for civilian 
control, the concept itself still lacks a definition.30 
The definition I propose fills the conceptual gap 
and prepares the ground for further research. I de-
fine erosion of civilian control by deference to the 
military as a shift in the civil-military power bal-
ance, in which civilian authorities delegate policy 
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tasks typically fulfilled by civilian actors to mem-
bers of the military profession. 

Erosion of civilian control refers to the weaken-
ing of civilian power relative to the military when 
compared to existing norms or a previous period of 
observation. For instance, if having a retired chief 
of the general staff as a minister of defense in Israel 
is the norm, appointing another retired general to 
this position would not constitute the erosion of ci-
vilian control by deference, but would rather signify 
the inherent weakness of civilian control. Alterna-
tively, in the United States, which has a long-held 
tradition of civilian dominance in the Department 
of Defense, appointing a secretary of defense who 
has a prominent military background and brings in 
a predominantly uniformed team would constitute 
an aberration from the status quo.31

The colloquial meaning of deference implies 
trust, respect, and awe. This trust, respect, or awe 
on the side of civilian leaders can be genuine or 

31   Peter B. White, “Militarized Ministries of Defense? Placing the Military Experience of Secretaries of Defense in a Comparative Context,” in 
Reconsidering American Civil-Military Relations: The Military, Society, Politics, and Modern War, ed. Lionel Beehner, Risa Brooks, and Daniel Maurer 
(Oxford University Press, 2020), 115–134.

performative. In other words, it is not important 
whether civilian executives really trust the military, 
say they trust the military, or behave as if they trust 
the military with regard to policy. Most important 
is the delegation of typically civilian prerogatives 
(as defined by law or recent custom) to current or 
former military members. This delegation might in-
clude the official appointment of a member of the 
military profession to a policymaking position that 
is usually held by a civilian, the assignment of poli-
cy tasks that are usually performed by civilian pol-
iticians to a military member, or the withdrawal of 
civilian executives from the policymaking process. 
Thus, the delegation of power can happen either by 
omission or commission.

The above definition uses the broad term “mem-
bers of the military profession,” which includes 
active-duty military officers and recently retired 
individuals who maintain close connections to 
the military institution, are publicly perceived as  



Erosion by Deference: Civilian Control and the Military in Policymaking

62

representatives of the armed forces (e.g., referred to 
as “general” or “colonel”), appear in uniform in public,  
or self-identify in terms of their military service.32 
Civilian executives referring to retired military 
members in their government by their rank con-
tributes to blurring the boundaries between civil-
ian appointees and the military. A broad conceptu-
alization of the military is necessary to account for 
the fact that the actions of recently retired mem-
bers of the military profession still reflect on the 
popular image of the armed forces and impact the 
military’s power to affect policy.33 In addition, em-
pirical research shows that service in the military 
has a consistent long-term effect on an individual’s 
policy preferences that does not disappear with re-
tirement from the armed forces.34 

The policy tasks that civilian officials delegate to 
the military can include both policy formulation 
and implementation. Formulation involves assign-
ing the primary responsibility for identifying policy 
objectives, evaluating limitations and opportuni-
ties, deciding on the ways and means, or selecting 
the preferred course of action. Implementation 
includes tasks usually fulfilled by civilians: nego-
tiating with adversaries and partners, performing 
diplomatic and representative duties, etc.

Drivers of Deference

Turning to this paper’s central puzzle, why would 
civilian authorities elected by a popular vote volun-
tarily delegate their policymaking power to those 
in uniform? 

The first theoretical assumption that will help 
to identify the drivers of deference is that erosion 
of civilian control of the military is not the initial 
aim of civilian executives, but rather is a byprod-
uct of their efforts to attain other political goals. 
Understanding this leads to the second theoretical  

32   Of course, the difference between appointing an active duty versus a retired military officer would depend on the current norms of civil-mil-
itary relations in a given state. Nevertheless, in most cases, having a minister or secretary of defense who is simultaneously a part of the military 
hierarchy would complicate the issues of accountability and the chain of command. Therefore, appointing an active-duty general or admiral to a 
high governmental position would be more problematic than appointing a recently retired officer.

33   For more on whether membership in the profession ends with retirement, see Ulrich “‘Cashing In’ Stars,” 114–16. On retired and reserve 
officers as part of military elites in Israel see Eva Etzioni-Halevy, “Civil-Military Relations and Democracy: The Case of the Military-Political Elites’ 
Connection in Israel,” Armed Forces & Society 22, no. 3 (April 1996): 401–17, https://doi.org/10.1177/0095327X9602200304. On the use of retired 
officers to voice concerns of active-duty military in Uruguay, see David Pion-Berlin and Rafael Martínez, Soldiers, Politicians, and Civilians: Reforming 
Civil-Military Relations in Democratic Latin America (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 109–10.

34   Feaver and Gelpi, Choosing Your Battles, 93.

35   Mackubin Thomas Owens, “Is Civilian Control of the Military Still an Issue,” in Warriors and Citizens: American Views on Our Military, ed. Kori 
Schake and Jim Mattis (Hoover Institution Press, 2016), 72; and Pion-Berlin and Martínez, Soldiers, Politicians, and Civilians, 3.

36   Feaver, Armed Servants; and David Beetham, The Legitimation of Power, 2nd ed. (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013).

37   This study focuses on the role of the executive for analytical consistency. While the legislative branch is also involved in civil-military power 
dynamics, its role varies and depends on the type of political system. On public opinion and defense and security policy, see Nadia Schadlow, “Pub-
lic Opinion and the Making of Wartime Strategies,” in Warriors and Citizens; and Helene Dieck, The Influence of Public Opinion on Post-Cold War 
U.S. Military Interventions (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2015).

assumption: Delegating power to the military has 
to be more beneficial for the government than 
keeping it, in order for erosion by deference to take 
place. To explain why the government would find it 
beneficial to voluntarily delegate political power to 
the military, one must take into account the power 
relationships between the civilian population, the 
government, and the military.35 The government 
acquires the legitimacy to rule and to control the 
military when the citizenry delegates this authority 
to government officials through democratic elec-
tions.36 Citizens also endow the armed forces with 
a certain level of confidence that rests on the so-
cietal belief that the military will protect the state 
and its citizens when necessary. The combination 
of popular support for the government, healthy 
civil-military relations, and citizens’ confidence in 
the armed forces allow the executive to exercise 
power with minimum friction.

I argue that the government will defer to the mil-
itary in policymaking to secure higher support ei-
ther from the military or the citizenry in order to 
maintain or increase its power.37 Popular confidence 
in the military (if present) provides it with politi-
cal capital that the government could exploit to win 
more popular support for a given policy. Alternative-
ly, the government could use the military in policy-
making to avoid taking responsibility for costly po-
litical moves and to prevent or minimize the loss of 
popular approval. Finally, if civilian executives want 
to alleviate or prevent civil-military tensions, they 
can invite some officers into the policymaking pro-
cess to bring harmony to the relationship with the 
military. These three possible scenarios translate 
into three drivers of the government deferring to the 
military: boosting approval, avoiding responsibility, 
and cajoling the military with power.

A potential alternative explanation available in 
the literature on civil-military relations suggests 
that elected politicians delegate policymaking 
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prerogatives to the military when civilians lack 
the necessary expertise in defense matters.38 This  
explanation, though plausible in some cases (e.g., 
Israel), does not explain the delegation of policy-
making powers to the military in the United States, 
where extensive civilian expertise in defense is 
established and available.39 Moreover, the exper-
tise-based explanation falls short of illuminating 
the deep-rooted motives and conditions that pre-
vented the development of civilian defense exper-
tise in cases where this explanation does apply.40 
Thus, the discussion below of the drivers of def-
erence goes beyond questions of expertise and 
explores the motivations for delegation that are 
entrenched in the triangular structure of the civ-
il-military power balance.  

Boosting Approval 

Civilian officials may choose to invite the military 
into the policymaking process to increase popular 
support for the government or its particular poli-
cies. For this driver of deference to work, the mil-
itary has to enjoy high levels of confidence from 
the public. In many democratic countries such as 
France, the United Kingdom, Denmark, and Ger-
many the military has higher popular trust than 
other institutions.41 Existing research also shows 
that, in the United States, public confidence in the 
military has been consistently high in recent dec-
ades as opposed to trust in civilian institutions.42 
This makes the military not only a capable tool of 
statecraft but also a potentially valuable political 
asset.43 Indeed, empirical findings indicate that the 
attitudes of military elites about the use of force 
have strong effects on public support for particu-
lar missions.44 Moreover, a recent study shows that 
the American public is willing to defer to the mili-
tary’s opinion not only on matters of security and 

38   Pion-Berlin, “Delegation or Dereliction?”

39   In Israel the Israeli Defense Force is the dominant source of defense-related expertise. Israeli politics is also characterized by the exten-
sive involvement of the Israeli Defense Force and retired members of the military in all aspects of security policymaking. For instance, see Efraim 
Inbar, “Israeli National Security, 1973–96,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 555, no. 1 (January 1998): 62–81, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716298555001005; and Charles D. Freilich, “National Security Decision-Making in Israel: Processes, Pathologies, and 
Strengths,” Middle East Journal 60, no. 4 (Autumn 2006): 635–63, https://doi.org/10.3751/60.4.11.

40   For instance, in Israel the military actively opposed the creation of a civilian-led National Security Council that was supposed to provide 
expertise on defense matters independently from the Israeli Defense Forces. See Freilich, “National Security Decision-Making in Israel.”

41   Courtney Johnson, “Trust in the Military Exceeds Trust in Other Institutions in Western Europe and U.S.,” Pew Research Center, Sept. 4, 2018, 
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/09/04/trust-in-the-military-exceeds-trust-in-other-institutions-in-western-europe-and-u-s/.

42   David T. Burbach, “Partisan Dimensions of Confidence in the U.S. Military, 1973–2016,” Armed Forces & Society 45, no. 2 (April 2019): 211–33, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0095327X17747205; James Golby and Peter Feaver, “The Determinants of Public Confidence in the Military,” Paper Present-
ed at APSA Annual Convention, 2019, Washington, DC; “Confidence in Institutions,” Gallup, last accessed June 7, 2021, https://news.gallup.com/
poll/1597/confidence-institutions.aspx.

43   Burbach, “Partisan Dimensions.”

44   James Golby, Peter Feaver, and Kyle Dropp, “Elite Military Cues and Public Opinion About the Use of Military Force,” Armed Forces & Soci-
ety 44, no. 1 (January 2018): 44–71, https://doi.org/10.1177/0095327X16687067.

45   Tyler Jost and Joshua D. Kertzer, “Armies and Influence: Public Deference to Foreign Policy Elites,” Paper Presented at APSA Annual Conven-
tion, 2019, Washington, DC.

defense but also foreign policy.45 Therefore, shar-
ing the responsibility for policymaking with mem-
bers of the military profession can increase public  
support for government policies.

An additional condition for civilian deference in 
order to boost approval is low popular support for 
the government or its policies. The government 
may use popular confidence in the military to in-
crease its own public approval. If attempting to 
boost approval drives civilian deference to the mil-
itary, we would likely observe civilian leadership 
emphasizing the military’s support for its policies 
in public statements, civilian leaders and military 
members appearing together in press conferences, 
or civilian officials making a military officer point 
person for a controversial policy.

For instance, Trump’s appointees early in his 
presidency included a remarkably high number of 
members of the military profession in positions 
with extensive policy influence — Mattis as secre-
tary of defense, Kelly as secretary of homeland se-
curity, and Flynn as national security adviser (later 
replaced by active-duty Lt. Gen. H. R. McMaster). 
Of course, having a retired general as a secretary 
of defense is not unprecedented. However, the last 
time such a high-ranking officer served as secre-
tary of defense was Gen. George Marshal in 1951 
— 66 years before Mattis’ appointment. Moreover, 
out of the 11 defense secretaries in the post-Cold 
War era, only two were career military officers 
(Mattis and Mark Esper — both under Trump’s 
presidency), and only one of them (Mattis) held 
the rank of general. Appointing Mattis required 
special congressional approval because he retired 
from the military only three years before the ap-
pointment, not seven as required by law. Thus, his 
appointment constituted an aberration from exist-
ing norms, consistent with the definition of erosion 
by deference. It is important to note that erosion 
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of civilian control does not come from appointing 
generals to these positions but from the civilian ex-
ecutive taking advantage of those individuals’ mili-
tary background. For instance, Trump persistently 
called the secretaries of state and homeland secu-
rity “my generals,” which alarmed scholars of civ-
il-military relations and the military.46 

Almost immediately after entering office, Trump 
used the credibility of “his generals” to promote 
controversial policies discussed during his cam-
paign. Executive Order 13767on “Border Security 
and Immigration Enforcement Improvements” in-
cluded building a physical wall on America’s south-
ern border.47 Executive Order 13769 on “Protecting 
the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry Into the 
United States” introduced the policy of “suspension 
of issuance of visas and other immigration benefits 
to nationals of countries of particular concern,” col-
loquially known as the “travel ban.”48 While both 
orders fell outside the Department of Defense’s pur-
view, Trump signed them in the Pentagon’s Hall of 
Heroes, with Mattis by his side.49 This move imme-
diately sparked speculation that the president was 
using the credibility and trust in the U.S. military to 
increase support for his divisive policies.50  

Indeed, Mattis was not merely a member of the 
military profession, but one of the most revered 
representatives of the armed services, respected 
both by Democrats and Republicans.51 At the same 
time, Trump’s net approval was considerably low-
er than of any of his predecessors, making him the 
only American president with net approval so close 
to zero at the beginning of his term since the be-
ginning of the Cold War.52 The combination of low 

46   “Trump Describes Generals in His Cabinet as ‘Central Casting,’” Washington Post, Jan. 24, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/video-
politics/trump-describes-generals-in-his-cabinet-as-central-casting/2017/01/24/a22e0f5a-e20a-11e6-a419-eefe8eff0835_video.html; Mark Abadi, 
“Trump Won’t Stop Saying ‘My Generals’ — and the Military Community Isn’t Happy,” Business Insider, Oct. 25, 2017, https://www.businessinsider.
com/trump-my-generals-my-military-2017-10; and Donald J. Trump, “After Consultation with My Generals and Military Experts, Please Be Advised 
That the United States Government Will Not Accept or Allow…,” Twitter, July 26, 2017, https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/89019398158
5444864?lang=en.. 

47   Donald J. Trump, “Executive Order 13767: Border Security and Immigration Enforcement Improvements,” Federal Register, Jan. 25, 2017, 
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/01/30/2017-02095/border-security-and-immigration-enforcement-improvements.

48   Donald J. Trump, “Executive Order 13769: Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry Into the United States,” Federal Register, Jan. 27, 2017, 
1-11, https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2017/02/01/2017-02281/protecting-the-nation-from-foreign-terrorist-entry-into-the-united-states.

49   Guy M. Snodgrass, Holding the Line: Inside Trump’s Pentagon with Secretary Mattis (New York: Sentinel, 2019), 37; and Steve Coll, “The 
Many Dangers of Donald Trump’s Executive Order,” New Yorker, Feb. 1, 2017, https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/the-many-dan-
gers-of-donald-trumps-executive-order.

50   Ryan Evans, “Mattis the Great, Mattis the Exploited,” War on the Rocks, Jan. 28, 2017, https://warontherocks.com/2017/01/mattis-the-great-
mattis-the-exploited/; and Dan De Luce, “Trump’s Immigration Order Gives Ammunition to ISIS, Endangers U.S. Troops,” Foreign Policy, Jan. 29, 2017, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2017/01/29/trumps-immigration-order-gives-ammunition-to-isis-endangers-u-s-troops/. On the divided public opinion 
over the executive orders, see Frank Newport, “About Half of Americans Say Trump Moving Too Fast,” Gallup, Feb. 2, 2017, https://news.gallup.com/
poll/203264/half-americans-say-trump-moving-fast.aspx

51   Snodgrass, Holding the Line, 7, 23.

52   “How Popular Is Donald Trump?” FiveThirtyEight, Feb. 26, 2020, https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/trump-approval-ratings/?ex_cid=rrpromo.

53   Peter Baker and Thomas E. Ricks, “3 Generals Spurn the Position of War ‘Czar,’” Washington Post, April 11, 2007, https://www.washington-
post.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/04/10/AR2007041001776.html?hpid=topnews.

54   “Senate Hearing 110-370: Nominations Before the Senate and Armed Services Committee,” First Session, 110th Congress, The U.S. Govern-
ment Publishing Office, https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/CHRG-110shrg42309/html/CHRG-110shrg42309.htm.

popular support, strong preferences for ambitious 
and divisive policies, and projecting the image of the 
Department of Defense’s support for his policies is 
consistent with the approval booster explanation.

The Trump administration is not unique in re-
lying on highly respected military officers to com-
pensate for a lack of policy approval. When Pres-
ident George W. Bush’s Iraqi surge policy was 
lacking support among the public and in Congress, 
his administration instituted a new position of as-
sistant to the president and deputy national se-
curity adviser for Iraq and Afghanistan. This new 
post, colloquially referred to as “the war czar,” was 
offered only to prominent military officers, three of 
whom — all highly respected four-star generals — 
refused the position.53 Lt. Gen. Douglas Lute, who 
accepted the offer, described his responsibilities as 
“developing policy adaptations to meet changing 
needs on the ground.”54 In fact, he became respon-
sible for coordinating the interagency policy efforts 
amid harsh congressional and public pressure to 
revise the U.S. strategy in Iraq.

Appointing a three-star general to this unusual 
position created several civil-military complica-
tions apparent from the very beginning, many of 
which were voiced in Lute’s congressional confir-
mation hearing. First, Sen. John Warner mentioned 
that it might be problematic that Lute would have 
to manage the efforts of high civilian officials from 
various U.S. governmental bodies. Second, Sen. 
James Webb pointed out the civil-military relations 
problem that inevitably occurs “when you have 
a uniformed military individual making political 
judgments and giving political advice to a political  
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administration.”55 Third, the appointment of a 
highly respected active-duty army general to a 
newly created position that had significant overlap 
with already existing posts called into question the 
competence of senior civilian politicians. In par-
ticular, Sen. Jack Reed boldly acknowledged to Lute 
that “all you’re being asked to do was what Stephen 
Hadley and Dr. Condoleezza Rice were supposed to 
be doing for the last several years.”56 While raising 
these problems with the appointment, the senators 
also admitted their highest respect for Lute and his 
service and confirmed him as a new “war czar.”

What motivated offering this unusual position 
exclusively to members of the military profes-
sion? The circumstances at the time point to the 
boosting approval explanation. Bush had a strong 
policy preference for initiating the surge, despite 
knowing from the very beginning that popular and 
congressional support for the new strategy in Iraq 
was low.57 This combination of a strong policy pref-
erence and low support is consistent with the ap-
proval booster explanation. Public opinion polling 
indicates that in April 2007, when the Bush admin-
istration was creating the new “war czar” position, 
41 percent of respondents claimed that the surge 
was not making any difference, 29 percent stated 
that it was making the situation even worse, while 
only 26 percent thought that the surge was improv-
ing the situation.58 Congress reflected the popular 
sentiment. Not only Democratic but also some 
prominent Republican members of Congress criti-
cized Bush’s policy in Iraq and demanded a change 
of course.59 To buy some time to allow the surge to 
bear fruit, the president needed to increase popular 
and congressional confidence in the policy effort.

The non-partisan image of the military and the 
high respect that military officers command on 
both sides of the aisle made Lute an ideal inter-
mediary between the president and Congress.  

55   “Senate Hearing 110-370.”

56   “Senate Hearing 110-370.”

57   Peter R. Mansoor, Surge: My Journey with General David Petraeus and the Remaking of the Iraq War (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2013), 34; and Stephen Benedict Dyson, “George W. Bush, the Surge, and Presidential Leadership,” Political Science Quarterly 125, no. 4 (Winter 
2010-11): 557–85. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25767090.

58   Frank Newport, Jeffrey M. Jones, and Joseph Carroll, “Gallup Poll Review: Key Points About Public Opinion on Iraq,” Gallup, Aug. 14, 2007, 
https://news.gallup.com/poll/28390/gallup-poll-review-key-points-about-public-opinion-iraq.aspx.

59   Jeff Zeleny, “G.O.P. Senator Splits with Bush Over Iraq Policy,” New York Times, June 27, 2007, https://www.nytimes.com/2007/06/27/wash-
ington/27cong.html.

60   Brian Knowlton and Jeff Zeleny, “Bush Says a Pullback Will Occur ‘in a While,’” New York Times, July 10, 2007, https://www.nytimes.
com/2007/07/10/world/americas/10iht-policy.5.6603611.html.

61   “Selected Speeches of President George W. Bush, 2001–2008,” The White House Archives, accessed June 3, 2021, https://georgew-
bush-whitehouse.archives.gov/infocus/bushrecord/documents/Selected_Speeches_George_W_Bush.pdf, 471.

62   Sheryl Gay Stolberg and Jeff Zeleny, “Clash Over Iraq Becomes Bitter Between Bush and Congress,” New York Times, July 12, 2007, https://
www.nytimes.com/2007/07/12/world/middleeast/12cnd-surge.html.

63   Don Gonyea and Melissa Block, “Bush, Advisers Visit Iraq’s Anbar Province,” NPR, Sept. 3, 2007, https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.
php?storyId=14142335; and “Bush Makes Surprise Iraq Visit to Push Case For ‘Surge,’” Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Sept. 3, 2007, https://www.
rferl.org/a/1078480.html.

Indeed, in July 2007, when congressional tensions 
intensified, the Bush administration sent Lute to 
Capitol Hill to convince the senators to wait for 
Gen. David Petraeus and Amb. Ryan Crocker’s 
September reports on the progress of the surge 
before demanding a change of policy.60 Although 
such lobbying by members of the presidential 
team does not break any conventions, an ac-
tive-duty general advocating for a partisan policy 
preference on the conduct of war does. This use 
of a respected military officer to galvanize sup-
port for an unpopular policy is consistent with 
the boosting approval explanation for deference.

Could the other drivers of deference also be at 
play in this example? Because Bush did not try to 
distance himself from the surge policy, this exam-
ple does not meet the necessary criteria for the 
explanation that he was seeking to avoid respon-
sibility. For instance, in the 2007 State of the Un-
ion address, Bush takes full responsibility for the 
political decision to increase the number of troops 
in Iraq, saying, “I chose this course of action be-
cause it provides the best chance for success.”61 
Bush also engaged in an open fight over the Iraq 
policy with Congress in the summer of 2007.62 
The president’s surprise visit to Iraq in Septem-
ber 2007 made the news and clearly showed that 
he was not trying to distance himself from the 
situation in Iraq.63 In addition, the initial refusal 
of the three four-star generals to accept this ap-
pointment casts doubt on the cajoling the military 
explanation, which requires that the military want 
to exercise more power over the policy in ques-
tion. Taking this into account, it is most likely 
that offering the responsibility for an interagency 
policy effort exclusively to senior members of the 
military profession was supposed to mitigate the 
lack of support for Bush’s Iraq policy.

In the above examples, the senior executives who 
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delegated the policymaking responsibilities to the 
members of the military profession were motivat-
ed by the lack of public approval of their preferred 
policies. It is important to note that it is unlikely 
that by delegating the authority to members of the 
military profession, Trump and Bush were trying to 
weaken civilian control. However, the predictable 
downside of using the military to increase approval 
is that it limits civilian input in policymaking and 
increases the military’s political weight.

Avoiding Responsibility

The second driver of civilian deference to the 
military is avoiding responsibility. In this case, 
delegating policymaking responsibilities to the 
military constitutes a benefit in itself because it 
allows the government to avoid the political costs 
associated with the policy. While civilian authori-
ties do have the right to be wrong,64 the price for 
exercising this right can be losing public approval 
and reelection. Therefore, when forced to make 
difficult political decisions, the government may 
abdicate its policymaking responsibilities and del-
egate them to military officers.65 James Golby and 
Mara Karlin describe this phenomenon as “using 
military leaders to shield elected officials from 
political criticism.”66 They also discuss how this 
practice increases the relative bargaining power 
of the military in policymaking. 

When avoiding responsibility drives erosion by 
deference, the government will demonstrate reluc-
tance to proceed with the policy in question. Un-
like with boosting approval, where elected officials 
present a joint front with members of the military 
profession to gain more support, the key objective 
of deference driven by avoiding responsibility is not 
to lose support. Therefore, the executive has to dis-
tance himself or herself from the policy. This driv-
er of deference is most likely to be set in motion 
when the policy bears potential costs to the elected 

64   Feaver, Armed Servants.

65   David C. Hendrikson, Reforming Defense: The State of American Civil-Military Relations (Baltimore, MD: John’s Hopkins University Press, 
1988), 116.

66   James Golby and Mara Karlin, “Why ‘Best Military Advice’ Is Bad for the Military—and Worse for Civilians,” Orbis 62, no. 1 (2018): 143, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.orbis.2017.11.010.

67   See, for instance Micah Zenko, “Trump Isn’t Being a C.E.O. He’s Just AWOL,” Foreign Policy, June 14, 2017, https://foreignpolicy.
com/2017/06/14/trump-isnt-being-a-ceo-hes-just-awol-afghanistan-pentagon/; and Mujib Mashal, “Trump’s Afghan Gamble Now Rests on General 
He Doubted,” New York Times, Aug. 24, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/24/world/asia/trump-afghanistan-general-john-nicholson-.html.

68   Feaver, “The Civil-Military Problematique.”

69   “Transcript: Donald Trump’s Foreign Policy Speech,” New York Times, April 27, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/28/us/politics/tran-
script-trump-foreign-policy.html.

70   Jacob Pramuk, “What Trump Said About Afghanistan Before He Became President,” CNBC, Aug. 21, 2017, https://www.cnbc.
com/2017/08/21/what-trump-said-about-afghanistan-before-he-became-president.html.

71   “Hearing to Receive Testimony on the Situation in Afghanistan,” Committee on Armed Services, United States Senate, Feb. 9, 2017, https://
www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/17-08_02-09-17.pdf; Susan B. Glasser, “The Trump White House’s War Within,” Politico, July 24, 
2017, https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/07/24/donald-trump-afghanistan-215412; and Snodgrass, Holding the Line, 78.

executive. Such a policy might involve undermining 
campaign promises or reversing previously promot-
ed policies, a high likelihood of casualties, a rapid 
increase in spending, or cooperating with a politi-
cal opponent. In practice, the executive is likely to 
withdraw from the policymaking process and even 
blame the military for adopting the policy. 

For example, on July 13, 2017, Trump delegated 
the authority to determine troop levels in Afghan-
istan to then-Secretary of Defense Mattis. This 
decision expanded the Defense Department’s re-
sponsibility to an unprecedented level.67 While 
the military can make recommendations about the 
required number of troops, only elected civilian 
officials can take responsibility for sending more 
U.S. citizens to war.68 In fact, the president of the 
United States has always made this decision. Leav-
ing this choice to the full discretion of the mili-
tary-dominated Department of Defense decreased 
civilian input in this crucial policy matter. There-
fore, this move matches the definition of erosion 
by deference. 

What explains Trump’s decision to delegate 
power to Mattis and the Defense Department? The 
evidence indicates that avoiding responsibility 
is a plausible explanation. First, increasing troop 
deployments contradicted Trump’s policy prefer-
ences and campaign promises. Specifically, during 
his foreign policy speech in April 2016, candidate 
Trump received a loud round of applause for say-
ing, “I will never send our finest into battle unless 
necessary, and I mean absolutely necessary, and 
will only do so if we have a plan for victory with a 
capital V.”69 He also continually criticized previous 
administrations for spending money on the long-
est war in American history.70 As president, Trump 
continued to be reluctant to increase the number of 
American troops in Afghanistan.71 Meanwhile, both 
the commander of U.S. troops in Afghanistan and 
the secretary of defense admitted that the United 
States was not winning the war, casting doubt on 
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Trump’s chances to deliver a victory with a capital 
V to his supporters.72

The president made several moves to distance 
himself from this potentially costly policy. First, he 
delegated the difficult decision to the Department 
of Defense. Then he publicly stated his reluctance 
to follow through with the proposed plan. Specifi-
cally, when Trump announced the revised strategy 
in Afghanistan in August 2017, he informed the au-
dience, “I share the American people’s frustration. 
I also share their frustration over a foreign policy 
that has [spent] too much time trying to rebuild 
countries in our own image instead of pursuing our 
security interests.”73 Trump also insisted that the 
decision was against his instincts, which he was 
convinced not to follow this time. Such behavior 
suggests that avoiding responsibility was the pri-
mary driver for erosion by deference in this case. 
In addition, distancing himself from the military 
and the decisions it made excludes the boosting 
approval explanation, which presumes a visible 
joint civil-military policy effort.

Delegating policymaking prerogatives to mem-
bers of the military profession in the face of costly 
policies or challenging crises is not unique to the 
Trump administration. This was what happened 
when President Bill Clinton appointed Gen. Bar-
ry McCaffrey as director of the Office of National 
Drug Control Policy in 1996. When Clinton decided 
to appoint a new “drug czar,” his domestic-poli-
cy aide Rahm Emanuel suggested four options: a 
crime-buster, a school principal, a prosecutor, or 
a soldier. Clinton interviewed only one person — 
McCaffrey, who was a four-star general.74 Before 
McCaffrey, only civilians had occupied the position 
of drug czar.75 

Why did Clinton decide to appoint a four-star 

72   “Trump’s Defense Chief Admits Struggle in Afghanistan: ‘We Are Not Winning,’” The Guardian, June 13, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/
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June 13, 2017, https://www.politico.com/story/2017/06/13/jim-mattis-not-winning-afghanistan-239488.

73   “President Trump Outlines New Afghanistan Strategy -- Full Transcript,” CBS. News, Aug. 21, 2017, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/presi-
dent-trump-outlines-new-afghanistan-strategy-full-transcript/.

74   Weston Kosova and Daniel Klaidman, “A Reluctant Campaigner: How a Workaholic General Is Fighting the Drug War on His Terms, not Clin-
ton’s,” Newsweek, Oct. 21, 1996.

75   Despite the fact that McCaffrey had to retire from the military to take this position, it is clear from his confirmation hearing and the later 
statements by Clinton that McCaffrey was still perceived as a highly respected member of the military profession, deriving his credibility and 
competence from a distinguished military career. See, for instance, “Nomination of Barry R. McCaffrey to be Director of the National Drug Control 
Policy,” Hearing Before the Committee on the Judiciary, United States Senate, 104th Congress, 2nd Session, Feb. 27, 1996, Volume 4, https://play.
google.com/books/reader?id=b1kTAAAAIAAJ&hl=ru&pg=GBS.PA41.
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77   Nita Lelyveld, “Nancy Reagan Asks Congress: What Happened to the War on Drugs?” Associated Press, March 9, 1995. 

78   Michael Isikoff, “A Classified Critique,” Newsweek 128, no. 16, Oct. 14, 1996, 35.

79   Out of the total of 18 mentions of illegal drugs in both debates. “1992 Transcripts,” The Commission on Presidential Debates, accessed June 
3, 2021, https://www.debates.org/voter-education/debate-transcripts/.

80   “Lee Brown Becomes Drug Czar,” New York Times, July 2, 1993, https://www.nytimes.com/1993/07/02/us/lee-brown-becomes-drug-czar.html.

general to this position? The evidence suggests that 
avoiding responsibility is the most likely explana-
tion. First, falling popular approval over the admin-
istration’s sluggish anti-drug policy was threaten-
ing Clinton’s reelection. Indeed, the public, media, 
and Congress were critical of the administration’s 
lack of a consistent strategy, visible efforts, and 
tangible positive changes in fighting illegal drugs. 
Clinton’s previous drug czar, former New York City 
police commissioner Lee Brown, was ridiculed in 
the press and within the administration.76 In March 
1995, former First Lady Nancy Reagan delivered an 
unfavorable congressional speech asking, “Why is 
it we no longer hear the drumbeat of condemnation 
against drugs coming from our leaders and our cul-
ture?”77 Not losing popular support over the failed 
anti-drug policy was so important to Clinton’s ree-
lection that the president used executive privilege 
to bar the public release of an FBI memo that was 
critical of the administration’s performance.78 This 
need to prevent the further loss of approval is con-
sistent with the avoiding responsibility explana-
tion for deference.

Second, McCaffrey’s appointment coincided with 
a change in the administration’s anti-drug policy, 
which is also consistent with avoiding responsi-
bility. Initially, when Clinton ran for his first pres-
idential term, he did not have a strong anti-drug 
policy agenda. In the presidential debates in 1992, 
he mentioned drugs four times — three times in re-
lation to how his brother suffered from drug addic-
tion, and once as part of a list of general problems 
pertaining to racial divisions in the United States.79 
After becoming president, Clinton elevated the 
drug czar to a cabinet-level position, increasing 
the responsibilities associated with this job.80 He 
also cut funds for interdiction and source-country  
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initiatives, focusing on treatment programs in-
stead.81 When this approach did not yield sufficient 
results, the administration had to reintroduce 
more costly international anti-drug efforts, which 
included intensifying the use of military force in 
the source countries.82 The appointment of a four-
star general as drug czar could be helpful in dis-
tancing the domestically focused president from 
these costly international moves.

Finally, when questioned in public about the ef-
fectiveness of the anti-drug policies, Clinton tried 
to minimize his responsibility. For example, during 
the presidential debates on Oct. 6, 1996, he was di-
rectly asked whether he bore some responsibility 
for the rise in drug use among teenagers. In re-
sponse, he said: “Let me tell you what I tried to do 
about it. I appointed a four-star general who led 
our efforts south of the border to keep drugs from 
coming into the country as our nation’s drug czar.”83 
After listing several other anti-drug initiatives, Clin-
ton claimed that “we all” bore some responsibility 
and concluded by saying that the issue of drugs 
“shouldn’t be politicized.”84 During Clinton’s sec-
ond term, the media criticized his administration’s 
policy of offering financial incentives to television 
networks for embedding anti-drug messages into 
their programming. In response, Clinton said that 
he thought that McCaffrey might have reached a 
conclusion that doing so would be a good thing. He 
then firmly asserted: “This was his [McCaffrey’s] 
initiative.”85 Thus, the president was making sure 
to distance himself from the seemingly unsolvable 
drug crisis. As McCaffrey put it, “Whenever we 
have an intractable problem, we tend to dredge up 
a czar and they fail.”86

As with trying to boost approval, when an effort 
to avoid responsibility drives the executive, the 
erosion of civilian control is a byproduct of civilian 
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mittee on National Security, International Affairs and Criminal Justice, 104th Congress, 2nd Session, Oct. 1, 1996, 1–2, https://www.govinfo.gov/
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142–43.
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deference, not its goal. Nevertheless, the urge to 
avoid responsibility not only expands the military’s 
influence in politics and limits civilian input in pol-
icymaking, but it can also undermine the trust be-
tween the government and the armed forces if the 
former blames the latter when a policy fails.

Cajoling the Military

The third driver of civilian deference to the mili-
tary that leads to erosion of civilian control is cajol-
ing the military with power. When this takes place, 
the government delegates some policymaking tasks 
to members of the military profession to abate civ-
il-military tensions. It is not only civilian officials who 
defer to senior military officers (both retired and 
active-duty). Fellow officers and soldiers also view 
generals and admirals with high levels of respect 
and veneration.87 Therefore, involving high-ranking 
members of the military profession in policymaking 
could be beneficial for curbing the armed forces’ op-
position to the executive or its policies and decreas-
ing civil-military tensions. Andrew Bacevich calls 
such bargaining the “dirty little secret” of American 
civil-military relations — the necessity of the execu-
tive to cajole and appease the military.88 

The civilian government might also engage in 
power-sharing when it understands the “best mili-
tary advice” as an ultimatum.89 This power dynam-
ic is by no means unique to the United States. It 
was common, for example, in Brazil under Presi-
dents Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Luiz In-
ácio Lula da Silva in the late 1990s and the first 
decade of the 2000s.90 Although the United States 
has never been under military rule (unlike Brazil), 
American military elites can exercise tangible po-
litical pressure. Resisting pressure from the mili-
tary might be especially challenging for presidents 
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without previous military experience. Indeed, the 
civil-military tensions of the Clinton era, or when 
Gen. Stanley McChrystal pressured President Ba-
rack Obama to increase the number of troops in 
Afghanistan, provide vivid examples of how the 
military’s advice can threaten civilian authority.91 
To avoid a public standoff with the military over 
policy disagreements, the civilian government may 
yield power to the military to prevent or alleviate 
tensions. In addition, the possibility that opposing 
civilian elites (e.g., the opposition party in the legis-
lature, or a potential presidential candidate) might 
exploit the military’s tensions with the government 
to their advantage could also compel the executive 
to appease the armed forces through deference.92 

When cajoling the military with power drives 
civilian deference, the military’s dissatisfaction 
with policymaking will likely surface before power 
is delegated. This driver of deference is different 
from boosting approval and avoiding responsibil-
ity because in this case the executive’s decision is 
focused on the military. It is also different from 
avoiding responsibility, since in the case of cajoling 
with power, the government would strive to por-
tray the relationships with the military as support-
ive and cooperative. However, if the government 
is trying to secure both popular support and the 
military’s support, cajoling the military with power 
can subsequently overlap with the other two driv-
ers of deference. For instance, after appeasing the 
military by appointing a member of the military 
profession to a key policymaking position, the gov-
ernment may use the military’s involvement in pol-
itics to affect the public’s perception of the policy.

For example, over the eight years of the Obama 
administration, security policy underwent scrupu-
lous civilian scrutiny, including multiple rounds of 

91   On civil-military relations under Clinton, see Kohn, “The Erosion of Civilian Control of the Military in the United States Today.” On Obama and 
McChrystal, see Obama, “Remarks on the Resignation of General Stanley A. McChrystal.”

92   Feaver and Gelpi, Choosing Your Battles.

93   Derek Chollet, The Long Game: How Obama Defied Washington and Redefined America’s Role in the World (New York: Public Affairs, 2016).

94   Eric Schmitt and David E. Sanger, “Raid in Yemen: Risky from the Start and Costly in the End,” New York Times, Feb. 1, 2017, https://www.
nytimes.com/2017/02/01/world/middleeast/donald-trump-yemen-commando-raid-questions.html; Helene Cooper, “Trump Gives Military New Free-
dom. But with that Comes Danger,” New York Times, April 5, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/05/us/politics/rules-of-engagement-mil-
itary-force-mattis.html; Charlie Savage and Eric Schmitt, “Trump Eases Combat Rules in Somalia Intended to Protect Civilians,” New York Times, 
March 30, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/30/world/africa/trump-is-said-to-ease-combat-rules-in-somalia-designed-to-protect-civilians.
html; and “Trump Grants U.S. Military More Authority to Attack Militants in Somalia,” Reuters, March 30, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/article/
us-usa-defense-somalia/trump-grants-u-s-military-more-authority-to-attack-militants-in-somalia-idUSKBN1712OD.

95   Richard Sisk, “Gates and Panetta Blast Obama for Micromanaging Military,” Military.com, Nov. 17, 2014, https://www.military.com/dai-
ly-news/2014/11/17/gates-and-panetta-blast-obama-formicromanaging-military.html. 

96   “On Yemen Raid Planning, Where Did the Obama Administration Leave Off for Trump to Pick Up?” PBS NewsHour, March 1, 2017, https://
www.pbs.org/newshour/show/yemen-raid-planning-obama-administration-leave-off-trump-pick.

97   Andrew Tilghman, “Inside the Pentagon, Early Fears Trump Will Micromanage the Generals More than Obama Did,” Military Times, Nov. 10, 2016, 
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/2016/11/10/inside-the-pentagon-early-fears-trump-will-micromanage-the-generals-more-than-obama-did/.

98   George R. Altman and Leo Shane III, “The Obama Era Is Over. Here’s How the Military Rates His Legacy,” Military Times, Aug. 8, 2017, https://
www.militarytimes.com/news/2017/01/08/the-obama-era-is-over-here-s-how-the-military-rates-his-legacy/.

questions and edits.93 A particular concern was the 
number of civilian casualties in counter-terrorism 
raids in Yemen, Somalia, Syria, and Iraq. In con-
trast to his predecessor, Trump decided to relax 
civilian control of U.S. military operations, strikes, 
and bombings of terrorist targets in these states. 
In the first months of his administration, he pro-
claimed parts of Yemen and Somalia to be zones of 
active hostilities and expanded the authorities of 
U. S. Africa Command commanders to launch op-
erations without high-level deliberations at the Na-
tional Security Council’s committees.94 While con-
tributing to the speed of operations on the ground, 
this policy change also decreased civilian input in 
security policymaking compared to the previous 
eight years. It therefore constituted erosion of ci-
vilian control by deference.

Why did Trump decide to loosen civilian scrutiny 
over counter-terrorism raids? To begin with, Oba-
ma-era interagency deliberations on defense and 
security were often criticized as micromanagement 
that stymied the policy process and slowed-down 
the operations.95 Colin Kahl, the former national 
security adviser to Vice President Joe Biden, ad-
mitted that the military requested more authority 
over counter-terrorism raids at the end of the Oba-
ma administration but did not receive it.96 Overall, 
the military officials did not approve of the Obama 
administration’s hands-on approach and repeated-
ly complained about it.97 Opinion surveys also indi-
cate a low opinion of Obama as commander-in-chief 
among the military.98 For Trump, maintaining this 
high standard of civilian oversight would have led 
to undesirable civil-military tensions. Given his low 
and decreasing popular approval, he would not have 
been able to sustain as high a level of civil-military 
conflict as the previous administration. In addition, 
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Trump’s reputation as a draft-avoider made him 
even more vulnerable to the military’s criticism.99 
Thus, according to the second theoretical assump-
tion of this study, delegating power to the military 
was more beneficial for the government than trying 
to keep it. These conditions motivated cajoling the 
military with power. 

In addition, intensifying counter-terrorism opera-
tions in Yemen, Somalia, Syria, and Iraq were in line 
with Trump’s campaign promise to defeat the Islam-
ic State, particularly through bombing campaigns.100 
The delegation of authority to the military in Jan-
uary 2017 is consistent with Trump’s statement on 
June 2016 as a presidential candidate: “We have 
generals that feel we can win this thing so fast and 
so strong, but we have to be furious for a short peri-
od of time, and we’re not doing it!”101 Since Trump’s 
decision implied that civilians would be withdraw-
ing from policymaking in this area, this example of 
deference is a better match for cajoling with power 
than the approval booster explanation.

It is crucial to keep in mind that cajoling the mil-
itary can sometimes come into conflict with pop-
ular approval. When that occurs, executives can 
adjust their preferences and shield themselves 
from political criticism by underscoring the mili-
tary’s responsibility for the decision. For example, 

99    Steve Eder and Dave Phillips, “Donald Trump’s Draft Deferments: Four for College, One for Bad Feet,” New York Times, Aug. 1, 2016, https://
www.nytimes.com/2016/08/02/us/politics/donald-trump-draft-record.html; and Leo Shane III, “Trump Made Up Injury to Dodge Vietnam Service, 
His Former Lawyer Testifies,” Military Times, Feb. 27, 2019, https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2019/02/27/trumps-law-
yer-no-basis-for-presidents-medical-deferment-from-vietnam/.

100  Zaid Jilani, “Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton Call for Bombing ISIS After Orlando Shooting that ISIS Didn’t Direct,” The Intercept, June 13, 
2016, https://theintercept.com/2016/06/13/hillary-clinton-and-donald-trump-call-for-more-airstrikes-on-isis-after-orlando-massacre-that-isis-didnt-
direct/; Jacob Pramuk, “Trump: I Don’t Give a Specific ISIS Plan Because I Don’t Want Enemies to Know It,” CNBC, Sept. 7, 2016, https://www.cnbc.
com/2016/09/07/trump-i-dont-give-a-specific-isis-plan-because-i-dont-want-enemies-to-know-it.html; Candace Smith, “Donald Trump Wants Plan 
Within 30 Days to Defeat ISIS If Elected,” ABC News, Sept. 7, 2016, https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/donald-trump-plan-defeat-isis-30-days-elect-
ed/story?id=41905399. 

101   Jilani, “Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton Call for Bombing ISIS.”

102  Leo Shane III, “Trump Blames Generals for Navy SEAL’s Death in Yemen Raid,” Military Times, Feb. 28, 2017, https://www.militarytimes.com/
news/pentagon-congress/2017/03/01/trump-blames-generals-for-navy-seal-s-death-in-yemen-raid/.

Trump was fast to blame “the generals” within the 
Defense Department when a counter-terrorism 
raid in Yemen resulted in the first U.S. casualties.102 
This was an attempt to avoid responsibility for the 
loss of life associated with the policy after the fact. 
However, his initial praise for “the generals” and 
the policy itself indicate that the root driver of def-
erence in this case was cajoling the military.

The three drivers of deference are rooted in the 
triangular power relationship between the public, 
the government, and the military. Each stems from 
different intentions on the side of the government. 
Boosting approval is aimed at gaining more popu-
lar approval for government policies. Avoiding re-
sponsibility is supposed to prevent political losses 
by shielding the executive from criticism from po-
litical opponents, the media, or the public. Cajoling 
with power is meant to influence the military and 
reduce civil-military tensions. Depending on which 
of these three drivers of deference is at work, an 
executive’s policy preferences and participation in 
politics will differ (See Table 1). 

Driven by these three motivations, civilian defer-
ence to the military launches the process of erosion 
of civilian control that can have devastating conse-
quences for civil-military relations and broader po-
litical institutions and processes. Below I provide 
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evidence of some of the destructive effects that 
Trump’s reliance on the military in politics had for 
the triangular power relations between the civilian 
population, executive officials, and the military.

Evidence of Erosion of Civilian Control 

The executive’s deference to the military in pur-
suit of boosting approval, avoiding responsibility, 
or cajoling the military can have the devastating 
side effect of eroding civilian control. Below I use 
quantitative and qualitative data to show that, un-
der the Trump administration, deference to mem-
bers of the military profession increased the rel-
ative power of the military vis-à-vis civilians and 
thus led to the erosion of civilian control. Specif-
ically, the evidence demonstrates that delegating 
policymaking tasks to the military decreased ci-
vilian input in policymaking, elevated the ability 
of elite military officers to impose constraints on 
policymaking, and called into question the armed 
forces’ non-partisan nature, disrupting the persis-
tent trends of popular confidence in the military.

Decreased Civilian Input in Policymaking

To begin, appointing Mattis as secretary of de-
fense marginalized civilians’ voices in national se-
curity policymaking. Mattis’ speechwriter, Com. 
Guy Snodgrass, writes in his memoir that to speed 
up the Defense Department’s work, Mattis pre-
ferred to surround himself with employees with a 
military background. Mattis specifically preferred 
those who had previously served with him at U.S. 
Central Command and Navy and Marine Corps 
officers. At the same time, unable to adapt to the 
military-dominated working style, a number of ca-
reer civilian staffers left their jobs.103 As a result, 
the majority of the department-wide coordination 
meeting attendees were in uniform, including sen-
ior military assistant to the secretary of defense, 
Adm. Craig Faller, who led those meetings.104 The 
dominance of the military in the Pentagon at that 
time became so salient that the employees jokingly 

103   Snodgrass, Holding the Line, 48.

104   Snodgrass, Holding the Line, 49.

105   Snodgrass, Holding the Line, 50

106   Snodgrass, Holding the Line, 49.

107   Snodgrass, Holding the Line, 50.

108   Eric Edelman et al., “Providing for the Common Defense: The Assessment and Recommendations of the National Defense Strategy Commis-
sion,” United States Institute for Peace, 2018, https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/2018-11/providing-for-the-common-defense.pdf.

109   Snodgrass, Holding the Line, 50.

110   Snodgrass, Holding the Line.

called it “U.S. Central Command—North” or “PEN-
TACOM,” short for Pentagon Command.105 

Not only did the number of uniformed person-
nel in the Pentagon increase, but so did the po-
litical power of some military members. During 
Mattis’ tenure in the Department of Defense, his 
chief of staff, Rear Adm. (Ret.) Kevin Sweeney, to-
gether with Faller, acquired enormous influence 
in day-to-day operations and communications in 
the department. This resulted in Faller, who was 
an active-duty admiral, issuing directives to sen-
ior civilian appointees who had been confirmed 
by the Senate.106 Snodgrass also reports that other 
uniformed members of Mattis’ team often had to 
assume an awkward position “when asked to go 
and ‘square away’ a senior civilian leader.”107 Thus, 
due to the delegation of policymaking responsi-
bilities to members of the military profession, the 
military’s power over policy issues increased sub-
stantially, indicating an erosion of civilian control.

This change did not go unnoticed. By 2018, the 
president’s increased reliance on active-duty and 
retired members of the military became so salient 
that a National Defense Strategy Commission re-
port included a warning that decreasing civilian in-
put in defense and national security decision-mak-
ing undermines civilian control of the military.108 
Nevertheless, it is important to note that immedi-
ate observers of the militarization of the Depart-
ment of Defense claimed that there was no ma-
lign intent on the part of Mattis and his team.109 
Instead, they believed that to keep the Pentagon’s 
enormous machine moving, the team had to speak 
the same language.110 However, since this common 
language happened to be military parlance, the 
initial appointment of a member of the military 
profession in the key executive position led to the 
decrease of civilian input in policymaking and the 
further weakening of civilian control.

The civil-military balance of power only wors-
ened throughout the Trump presidency. With many 
civilians leaving the Pentagon and about 40 percent 
of political appointments remaining unfilled by the 
administration, the relative power of the Office 
of the Secretary of Defense decreased while the 
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influence of the Joint Staff within the Department 
of Defense increased substantially.111

The Military’s Political Weight in Domestic 
Politics Increases

Using the military as an approval booster and ca-
joling the military with power inflates the military 
elites’ sway in domestic politics and increases their 
ability to impose constraints on policy. Trump’s 
persistent delegation of policymaking 
prerogatives to members of the military 
increased the influence of senior military 
officers in policy debates.112 For instance, 
in June 2020 Trump considered invoking 
the Insurrection Act and using the mili-
tary to disperse U.S. citizens participat-
ing in Black Lives Matter protests.113 In 
response, Mattis broke his long-time si-
lence to denounce this move. In his letter, 
Mattis used his military background to question 
the president’s decision and criticize military lead-
ership, saying: 

When I joined the military, some 50 years 
ago, I swore an oath to support and defend 
the Constitution. Never did I dream that 
troops taking that same oath would be or-
dered under any circumstance to violate the 
Constitutional rights of their fellow citizens 
— much less to provide a bizarre photo op 
for the elected commander-in-chief, with 
military leadership standing alongside.114

The letter’s central argument was that it is unac-
ceptable to have a militarized response to domestic 
popular protest and to politicize the military. In a 
similar manner, Mullen and Dempsey also publicly 
criticized the president’s intention to use the mili-
tary for suppressing domestic protests.115 Paradox-
ically, the fact that these high-ranking members of 
the military profession felt that it was appropriate 

111   Aaron Mehta, “As Trump’s Term Ends, 40 Percent of Top DoD Jobs Lack Confirmed Officials,” Defense News, Nov. 20, 2020, https://www.
defensenews.com/pentagon/2020/11/20/as-trumps-term-ends-40-percent-of-top-dod-jobs-lack-confirmed-officials.

112   Brooks, “Paradoxes of Professionalism.”

113   Hauser, “What Is the Insurrection Act of 1807?” 

114   See full text of the letter in Goldberg, “James Mattis Denounces President Trump.” For more on the civil-military implications of the intent 
to use the military against the Black Lives Matter protests, see Kori Schake, “The Line Held: Civil-Military Relations in the Trump Administration,” 
Strategic Studies Quarterly 15, no. 2 (Summer 2021): 44–46, https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/Portals/10/SSQ/documents/Volume-15_Issue-2/
Schake.pdf.

115   On the potential costs of political statements by the retired officers for civil-military relations, see Risa Brooks and Michael A. Robinson, “Let 
the Generals Speak? Retired Officer Dissent and the June 2020 George Floyd Protests,” War on the Rocks, Oct. 9, 2020, https://warontherocks.
com/2020/10/let-the-generals-speak-retired-officer-dissent-and-the-june-2020-george-floyd-protests/. 

116   Kohn, “The Erosion of Civilian Control of the Military in the United States Today”; and Schmitt, “General to Be Disciplined For Disparaging 
President.”

117   Greg Newbold, “Why Iraq Was a Mistake,” Time, April 9, 2006, http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1181629,00.html; and 
Shanker, “Third Retired General Wants Rumsfeld Out.”

to use their military credibility in this way shows 
that Trump’s increased reliance on the military to 
improve public approval made the military elites 
powerful political actors capable of limiting his 
policy decisions. Moreover, while arguing against 
the militarization of politics and the politicization 
of the military, these high-ranking officers’ state-
ments demonstrate that the military had already 
become a potent agent in domestic policymak-
ing. The media coverage of these statements un-

derscored this point: A Factiva search for “Mattis 
AND Trump AND protests” on the day of Mattis’ 
statement and the following day yielded 436 hits. A 
similar search for former Defense Secretary Robert 
Gates’ statement turned up only 14 matches. This 
shows how much preference the members of the 
military profession receive in media coverage and 
public discussion in comparison to prominent ci-
vilian politicians.

Of course, this was not the first time in America’s 
recent history when military elites publicly criti-
cized civilian leadership’s policies. For instance, 
when Clinton decided to abolish the ban on openly 
homosexual individuals serving in the armed forc-
es, he became the target of harsh criticism from 
the military, including both active-duty and re-
tired officers.116 During the Bush (43) administra-
tion, recently retired generals made public state-
ments in opposition to how Secretary of Defense 
Donald Rumsfeld was managing the war in Iraq.117 
McChrystal’s criticism of the Obama administra-
tion in a Rolling Stone profile cost him his military  
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career.118 However, in these examples, the state-
ments from military officers were not with regard 
to domestic politics in the United States. It was 
Trump’s increased reliance on the military in do-
mestic political issues that brought the military 
elites to the discussion of police brutality, systemic 
racism, and the appropriate response to a protest 
in the streets of an American city.119

Democrats Trust the Military Less than Inde-
pendents

As discussed earlier, using the military to in-
crease public approval can undermine popular 
trust in the military as a non-partisan institution.120 
This, in turn, could make popular confidence in 
the armed forces conditional on attitudes toward 
the president and his or her party. In the United 
States, Republicans historically have had higher 
confidence in the military.121 Therefore, analyzing 
whether the Trump administration increased the 
partisan divide concerning confidence in the mil-
itary, it is important to keep this baseline in mind.

To see how the Trump administration’s early 
years affected the relationship between partisan-
ship and trust in the military, I analyzed the data 
from the General Social Survey.122 Using logistic 
regression with year-fixed effect, I compared how 
party affiliation affected the likelihood of having 
high confidence in the military in 2018 in compari-
son to 2016. To account for potential confounders, 
I controlled for gender, race, education, age, and in-
come.123 The findings suggest that in 2016 the like-
lihood of a Democrat having high confidence in the 
military was not significantly different from that 
of an independent. However, the results from 2018 
show that two years into the Trump administra-
tion being a Democrat was associated with a signif-
icantly lower likelihood of having high confidence 
in the military than for an independent. With the 
long-term trend of high and increasing confidence 
in the military among Republicans staying intact, 
the partisan gap between how Democrats and 
Republicans feel about the military widened. In  

118   Hastings, “The Runaway General”; and Obama, “Remarks on the Resignation of General Stanley A. McChrystal.”
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other words, the chances of having high confidence 
in the military had become a more partisan issue 
than in previous years.

Previous research indicates that support for the 
military can be a function of which party’s can-
didate is in the White House.124 To test this ex-
planation, I conducted similar tests for partisan 
confidence in the military in the first two years of 
the Obama and Bush (43) administrations.125 The 
results suggest that during the first years of the 
two previous administrations, Democrats’ high 
confidence in the military increased as much as 
independents’ confidence. However, the results 
of the quantitative analysis from 2016–2018 show 
the disruption of this trend in the first years of 
Trump’s presidency. Unlike in 2016, being a Demo-
crat in 2018 significantly decreased the chances of 
having high confidence in the military. This finding 
suggests that Trump’s extensive delegation of pol-
icymaking prerogatives to members of the military 
profession undermined the long-term patterns of 
confidence in the military among democrats. Fu-
ture research will show whether this effect will per-
sist or be reversed under the Biden administration.

Conclusion

This paper introduced the novel concept of ero-
sion of civilian control by deferring to members of 
the military profession in policymaking. This con-
cept systematically captures previously understud-
ied instances of weakening civilian control that 
occur due to elected officials’ behavior and not a 
power-hungry or insubordinate military. 

This study investigated three drivers that mo-
tivate civilian deference to the military based on 
the power dynamics between the government, the 
military, and society. It suggests that civilian ex-
ecutives defer to the military in policymaking to 
increase popular approval for their policies, avoid 
taking responsibility for difficult political deci-
sions, and cajole the military with power. Trump’s 
delegation of policymaking tasks to the military 
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showed the analytical utility of the new concep-
tualization of erosion by deference and the three 
drivers of this phenomenon. Additional examples 
beyond the Trump administration helped demon-
strate that deference is not unique to one particu-
lar presidency and cannot be explained by Trump’s 
personal peculiarities. The subsequent analysis of 
quantitative and qualitative evidence shed light on 
how Trump’s deference to the military decreased 
civilian input in policymaking, enabled the military 
to impose constraints on policy, and made popu-
lar confidence in the armed forces more partisan 
than it previously had been. While the latter de-
velopment is a warning sign of a partisan cleavage 
in U.S. civil-military relations, the former two are 
clear indicators of the erosion of civilian control by 
deference to the military in policymaking.

Understanding the nature and motivations of 
delegating policymaking prerogatives to members 
of the military profession has important implica-
tions for theory and policy. With regard to theory, 
it expands our understanding of the erosion of ci-
vilian control as a phenomenon that is not limited 
to the ambitions or misbehavior of the armed forc-
es. Also, identifying the drivers of erosion by def-
erence allows us to identify the conditions that are 
most conducive to this phenomenon taking place. 
On a more general level, having a nuanced perspec-
tive of the erosion of civilian control by deference 
contributes to an understanding of the mecha-
nisms of democratic backsliding and the role that 
elected officials play in it.

From the policy perspective, acknowledging that 
erosion of civilian control by deference is a byprod-
uct of elected officials navigating the triangular 
power relations can help civilian leaders to evalu-
ate the costs and benefits of relying on members of 
the military in policymaking. Specifically, knowing 
that using the military to increase approval could 
make high-ranking officers powerful opponents of 
the government should cause policymakers to re-
consider the benefits of this move. Similarly, un-
derstanding that an executive’s over-reliance on 
the military undermines popular confidence in the 
armed forces as a non-partisan institution should 
be a warning sign to the political institutions — 
first and foremost, the legislature — that provide 
checks on the executive’s decisions.126 In addition, 
public awareness of these drivers and the conse-
quences of the executive’s deference to the military 
would help decrease the benefits and increase the 
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costs of using the armed forces to increase approv-
al and avoid responsibility.

The phenomenon of erosion by deference and 
its drivers are not unique to the United States. 
The conditions under which they occur are pres-
ent in other democracies. In particular, high 
confidence in the military — an enabling factor 
of deference for increasing approval — is a wide-
spread phenomenon in many democracies, in-
cluding France, the United Kingdom, and Italy.127 
Moreover, the rise of populist leaders who make 
unrealistic promises during electoral campaigns 
creates favorable conditions for erosion by defer-
ence driven by attempts to avoid responsibility.128 
In addition, these new populist leaders, who come 
from outside the “system” and often lack policy 
experience, may be prone to tensions with the 
military elites, inviting erosion by deference for 
the sake of cajoling the military. Thus, having a 
clear conceptualization of the drivers of erosion 
by deference opens avenues for further investiga-
tion and preventing the weakening of civilian con-
trol in democracies around the globe.  
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