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Trent Lythgoe examines the state of civil-military relations by reflecting on
Bryant, Swaney, and Urben, “From Citizen Soldier to Secular Saint” in dialogue
with Jordan Henricks and Katherine Voyles.

Susan Bryant, Brett Swaney, and Heidi Urben raise several important issues
in their article, but the most urgent one is the potential challenge to effective
civilian oversight of the military that their findings highlight.

Civilian oversight forms the cornerstone of healthy American civil-military
relations. Oversight is how political leaders exert civilian control over the
military. Civilian control keeps the military accountable to the American
people through their elected representatives. It also ensures that the military
uses its coercive power solely to defend the nation—never to threaten,
disrupt, or inappropriately influence domestic politics.1 The United States
has been fortunate never to have experienced a serious attempted military
coup d’etat, but Americans must stay vigilant and continually reinforce the
principle of civilian control.

Civilian oversight also upholds democratic principles.2 It ensures that the
ultimate expression of a nation’s political power—coercion through lethal
force—is not misused. Civilian oversight makes certain that military power
is only used when sanctioned by the American people through their elected
representatives.
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Civilian oversight is a strategic necessity.3 Effective oversight aligns military
strategy with national security policy, ensuring the military serves the nation’s
interests. As Clausewitz’s well-worn dictum holds, military operations serve
political ends. Civilian oversight keeps military strategy aligned with political
objectives lest the military pursue military victory for its own sake.

Despite the clear need for civilian oversight, Bryant et al. reveal a troubling
dynamic where the military’s status as “secular saints” impedes the oversight
meant to keep military power in check. Political leaders already struggle to
oversee a military that Americans overwhelmingly trust.” At the same time,

Americans largely distrust political institutions.” As a result, elected officials
may see challenging the military as politically dangerous.

Oversight becomes even harder when military servicemembers embrace their
secular sainthood by resisting oversight from politicians they may see as unfit
to provide it. Bryant et al. find that nearly 20 percent of those surveyed
resist civilian criticism of the military, and nearly 25 percent believe military
culture is superior to society. It is difficult to imagine these service members
recognizing the importance of oversight, let alone willingly accepting it.

The isolation of the U.S. military—enabled by the all-volunteer force
(AVF)—compounds the civilian oversight problem by disconnecting the
military from the public. Conscription, in the past, bridged some of the
society—military gap by expanding the cross-section of the public who served
or knew someone who did.® However, the 1973 shift to the AVF changed
this relationship. While the AVF has produced a professional and capable
military, it has also isolated it from the society it serves. In the AVF era, the
military has increasingly recruited from military-friendly regions and families
with military service traditions. As a result, fewer and fewer Americans are

familiar with the military or directly affected by military actions.”

This isolation is evident in how the U.S. fights wars. The AVF allows political
leaders to wage wars abroad, such as the Global War on Terror, with a small
volunteer force without putting the entire nation on a war footing. America’s
AVF wars contrast starkly with wars past. In the early years of World War II,
for example, Franklin Roosevelt urged Americans to sacrifice for the military
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and the economy, invoking a sense of shared national duty.8 In contrast, after
the 9/11 attacks, George W. Bush urged Americans to go to Disney World

and to carry on as if nothing had changed.9

The public’s detachment from military service and the nation’s wars

. . b
compounds the oversight problem. Most Americans don’t understand or
care about what the military does—they simply trust the nation’s security
. 10 1. . . . .
to secular saints. Because military affairs and forelgn policy rarely influence
how people vote, political leaders have little incentive to challenge the
military.

The public’s canonization of military servicemembers to secular sainthood
complicates civilian oversight, shields the institution from scrutiny, and
threatens to elevate it above the democratic processes that are supposed to
govern it.

Henricks’s response to Lythgoe’s reflection can be read here.
Voyles’s response to Lythgoe’s reflection can be read here.
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