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Abstract:   This study is about leadership and the tension between military and civilian 

leaders when deciding to commit to using military forces to war or conflict and how to 

best wage it to conclusion. Every decision matters. For the President of the United 

States, the National Security Council (NSC), and Department of Defense (DoD) leaders 

this is one of the greatest challenges they encounter because their decisions may mean 

life or death for Americans who swore solemn oaths to support and defend the 

Constitution as well as combatants in far flung places around the world. It looks at the 

critical use of force and wartime decision-making of the U.S. Secretary of Defense 

(SECDEF) and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS) who work for the 

President. It analyzes the decision making of those who served in these positions after 

the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act (GWN) was enacted.  It addresses how different sets of 

these senior DoD leaders confronted these critical decisions that posed significant 

challenges for national leaders and the unique problems of civil-military relations in 

wartime.  It highlights that some were successful, others were not, and analyzes some 

of the factors that led to success, suboptimal outcomes, or failures.  It concludes that 

the SECDEF and CJCS have an exceedingly difficult job in leading the largest 

bureaucracy in the U.S. government and advising Presidents who have broader 

responsibilities. It also outlines that the DoD as it currently operates is unsustainable 

and will likely continue to deliver suboptimal outcomes when military forces are used to 

achieve policy objectives without internal change and external national security 

apparatus adjustments.   
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Chapter 1:  Introduction and Background – Why It Matters 

“At the top there are no easy choices.”  
 -Dean Acheson, Present at the Creation 
 
This study is about leadership and the tension between military and civilian 

leaders when deciding to commit forces to war or conflict and how to best wage it to 

conclusion. Every decision matters. For the President of the United States, the National 

Security Council (NSC), and Department of Defense (DoD) leaders this is one of the 

greatest challenges they encounter because their decisions may mean life or death for 

Americans who swore solemn oaths to support and defend the Constitution as well as 

combatants in far flung places around the world.  

Civilian control of the military is embedded in the Constitution with the U.S. 

armed forces answering to the President and legislature. As the senior elected official in 

the U.S. the President, as the chief executive, has extensive power to commit the 

military to action.  The U.S. Constitution (Article I, Section 8, Clause 11) grants 

Congress the power to declare war. The President derives the power to direct the 

military after a Congressional declaration of war from Article II, Section 2, which names 

the President Commander-in-Chief of the armed forces. This requires cooperation 

between the President and Congress regarding military affairs, with Congress funding 

or declaring the operation and the President directing it. The President has a duty and 

responsibility to convince himself and the American people that risking American lives 

by sending U.S. forces to engage in an armed conflict or war matters for the country 

and that it is worth the cost. It is one of the greatest responsibilities for any President. 
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This study covers the critical use of force decisions and wartime decision-making 

of the U.S. Secretary of Defense (SECDEF) and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff (CJCS) who work for the President. It analyzes the decision making of some, but 

not all, of those who served in these positions after the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act 

(GWN) was enacted.  It addresses how senior DoD leaders confronted these critical 

decisions that posed significant challenges for national leaders and the unique problems 

of civil-military relations in wartime.   

Who are the SECDEF and CJCS and What Do They Really Do? 

Primacy of civilian leadership in the U.S. is enjoyed by the President but over the 

years the SECDEF has enjoyed increasing authority to exercise civilian leadership in 

the President’s name.1  The SECDEF is the senior civilian appointed by the President 

and confirmed by the Senate who serves as a cabinet secretary and the leader of the 

Department of Defense. The job is political by design. The SECDEF is currently sixth in 

the presidential line of succession, following the Secretary of the Treasury and 

preceding the Attorney General.2   

The CJCS is the senior uniformed military advisor to the President and serves as 

the head of the Joint Staff but has no command authority. He is not a commander. The 

CJCS is first among equals of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) for each of the military 

services. The SECDEF and CJCS comprise the senior DoD civil-military (civ-mil) team, 

 
1 Cohen, Eliot A., 2002. Supreme Command: Soldiers, Statesmen and Leadership In Wartime. United Kingdom: 
Simon & Schuster UK, 231. 
23 U.S.C. § 19 (https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/3/19) https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/3/19. 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/3/19
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though they are not equals, within the department, and they provide best military and 

defense advice to the President and the national command authority.  

A lot of research exists on civ-mil relationships but most of it does not focus on 

the decision making that goes into use of force options and decisions or the relationship 

between the Secretaries and Chairmen. This study attempts to fill that research gap and 

answer three main questions: (1) How effective have Secretaries of Defense and their 

respective Chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff been in advising the President in 

facilitating successful U.S. military and foreign policy? 2) Considering the historical 

record, what type of relationship between the two enabled success or failure? 3) Did the 

post Goldwater-Nichols (GWN) structural design of this relationship enable them to 

make effective decisions?   

Effectiveness in this context is providing options, advice, and recommendations 

based on military capability, concepts, and operational force employment. It is also 

whether this advice helps Presidents assess the pluses (pros) and minuses (cons) of 

military intervention and, when such intervention is taken, helps them connect the 

country’s military means to a realistic plan for achieving its political ends. The ability of 

the SECDEF and CJCS to carefully think through and assist in answering these 

questions is important to ensure the President can make the best decisions possible.  

Effectiveness may be tied to strategic wartime success but not necessarily 

because Presidents may choose to accept, adjust, or ignore the advice the SECDEF 

and CJCS provides, and the NSC and other senior officials may have overriding 

concerns or equally important interagency perspectives that can impact decisions. War 

is always complicated, but the many layers and disparate interests of the U.S. overall 
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national security decision-making system add to the complexity. Even when the 

SECDEF, CJCS, and the DoD are successful in planning and enabling successful 

military operations, they often find that achieving successful U.S. strategic foreign policy 

goals and outcomes are exceedingly complex and difficult during wartime.  The DoD 

and the military alone are not solely responsible for the outcomes of these endeavors, 

but they can play an outsized role in shaping and executing these goals in wartime just 

as they play an outsized role in government expenditures and American culture in 

peacetime. 

This study looks at the SECDEF and CJCS through three lenses. The first is 

through looking at the history of the laws and policies that outline their roles and 

responsibilities and how they changed over time. The second is by reviewing and 

discussing civ-mil relationships and how they work in theory and practice. The third is 

through a series of case studies. My sets of leaders for the deeper case studies are 

from the President George H.W. Bush, President George W. Bush, and President 

Barack H. Obama administrations. They are Secretary Cheney – Chairman Powell, 

Secretary Rumsfeld-Chairman Myers/Chairman Pace, and Secretary Gates – Chairman 

Pace/Chairman Mullen. The rationale is that these represented different military 

services, different administrations, and a combination of Republican and Democratic 

administrations and political appointees. These case study examples made difficult use 

of force decisions so there was material to analyze since there is some time and 

distance from the decisions.  The specific use of force operations for analysis included 

Panama, Iraq, the Balkans, and Somalia for the President George H.W. Administration 

(41); Afghanistan, Iraq, and the greater Global War on Terror (GWOT) for the President 
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George W, Bush Administration (43); and Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and the raid that 

killed Osama bin Laden for the President Barack H. Obama Administration (44). This 

selection discerns clear differences with how the use of force was seen between these 

three presidential administrations and in some cases changes within these 

administrations over time. The tenures of SECDEF Perry – CJCS Shalikashvilli and 

SECDEF Cohen - CJCS Shelton during President Clinton’s Administration would have 

also been exceptional examples for case studies but they were not examined here due 

to a lack of access to the principals who served in those positions and those able to 

comment. They would make for good analysis in an expanded study. 

The chosen case study examples are all post GWN and operated on the Joint 

Force construct. Leaders before GWN are relevant, but they are not like comparisons, 

and they are not analyzed here. Here is a synopsis of what the 1986 GWN Act did that 

reframed their roles and responsibilities. “The Goldwater–Nichols Department of 

Defense Reorganization Act of October 4, 1986, made the most sweeping changes to 

the United States Department of Defense since the department was established in the 

National Security Act of 1947 by reworking the command structure of the United States 

military. It increased the powers of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and 

streamlined the military chain of command, which now runs from the President through 

the Secretary of Defense directly to combatant commanders (CCDRs, all four-star 

generals or admirals), bypassing the Service Chiefs. The Service Chiefs were assigned 

to an advisory role to the President and the Secretary of Defense as well as given the 
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responsibility for training and equipping personnel for the unified combatant 

commands.”3 

Framing Issues Impacting the Study 

The analytical framework or concepts I looked at included approaches to civ-mil 

relationships and bureaucratic and political approaches that tell an empirical story. The 

study defined what effectiveness means, and discussed the key decisions, and issues 

that are outlined in some of the examples below.  At the core, effectiveness is the ability 

to be successful and the degree to which actions produce the intended results. Aside 

from news reporting, explosive tell all books, and Congressional testimony, scholarly 

research indicates that challenges do exist to civ-mil relations today at various levels, 

including the senior levels, and to some degree the DoD suffers from group think, 

confirmation bias, and undue deference that is given to senior military officers.4 Those 

can have direct impacts to the ability of the SECDEF and CJCS to be effective in their 

positions and fulfill their duties and responsibilities. This is a challenge that is difficult 

when dealing with complex national security problems, stakeholders with competing 

priorities, political polarization, and a rapidly changing operating environment marked by 

technological advances that requires adaptability, agility, flexibility, and compromise to 

accomplish goals and objectives with finite resources. That said, others have argued 

that it is not fundamentally broken though it may require some reform and modification 

 
3 H.R. 3622 1986. Summary of H.R. 3622 (99th): Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 
1986 - GovTrack.us  
4 Reconsidering American Civil-Military Relations: The Military, Society, Politics, and Modern War. United 
States: Oxford University Press, Incorporated, 2020. 

https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/99/hr3622/summary#oursummary
https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/99/hr3622/summary#oursummary
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to rapidly meet current and emergent defense and national security threats.5  Exploring 

these issues shed light on answering the questions in this study because it was able to 

add valuable context on some discernable differences in civilian and military leadership 

and how they differ in approaches to problem solving.  

Scholars Risa Brooks, Jim Golby, and Heidi Urben  argue that in the past three 

decades civilian control of the military has steadily degraded and that senior military 

officers may still follow orders and avoid overt subordination, but their influence has 

grown, while oversight and accountability mechanisms have faltered.”6 They argued that 

the military’s influence manifests itself through bureaucratic interactions “hundreds of 

times a day” inside the Pentagon, in the White House, and on Capitol Hill and that this 

steers decision making away from the civilians in the department.7  

Many of the memoirs of men (to date there have been no women) who served in 

the SECDEF and CJCS positions and publications articulated that bureaucratic 

Washington power struggles and deliberate leaking of information often impacted the 

SECDEF’s ability to effectively perform their duties the way they envisioned the job.  As 

we can see from examples in explosive Bob Woodward books and others this also 

impacts the CJCS’s ability to perform their duties as well and illustrates how the 

respective CJCS also use the media and politics to convey their views and 

fundamentally influence policy discussions that may not be overtly political but are 

 
5 Schake, Kori, Peter D. Feaver, Risa Brooks, Jim Golby, and Heidi Urben. 2021. “Masters and Commanders Are 
Civil-Military Relations in Crisis?” Foreign Affairs September/October 2021: 230-238. 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-08-24/masters-and-commanders 
6 Brooks, Risa, Jim Golby, and Heidi Urben. 2021. “Crisis of Command America’s Broken Civil-Military Relationship 
Imperils National Security,” Foreign Affairs May/June 2021: 64-75. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-
states/2021-04-09/national-security-crisis-command 
7 Brooks, Golby, Urben 2021, 66. 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-04-09/national-security-crisis-command
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-04-09/national-security-crisis-command
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clearly influential in political debates.8 All of this can either enable or inhibit Presidential 

decision space and is always designed to impact an outcome that is ultimately a political 

decision.  

More recently, another example of the military’s influence was in public 

commentary by current and former senior military officers who in the past may not have 

made public comments. The think tank New America completed a research study on the 

amount of public commentary from military leaders speaking out about the presidency in 

reference to the Trump Administration and highlighted that it was “unprecedented, 

bringing into question norms of civil-military relations and longstanding efforts to 

maintain an apolitical military.”9  The research did not uncover similar research analysis 

from other previous presidential administrations so there is not data for comparison but 

those numbers indicate that comments in the public space resonate.   

It would be interesting to know what Samuel Huntington would say were he alive 

today because while his classic analysis in The Soldier and the State remains a key text 

for understanding civ-mil relations the model of objective control which is referred to by 

scholar Eliot Cohen as the “normal” theory clearly does not hold in the same way it did 

 
8 Woodward, Bob and Robert Costa, Peril. United States: Simon & Schuster, 2021. This is one of several examples 
from Woodward books. There are many books similar from the Bush 41 through Biden administration’s that 
indicate the CJCS plays a role in political discussions. 
9 “The Military Speaks Out, Serving and Retired U.S. Military Leaders’ Views about the Trump Administration.” 
https://www.newamerica.org/international-security/blog/military-speaks-out/  This project tracked statements 
from current and retired military leaders at or above the 3-star rank, both critical and supportive of President 
Trump, over time and across issue categories. The first statement we captured was on January 6, 2017, and the 
data was last updated on January 19, 2021. New America recorded a total of 309 individual statements and letter 
signatures from active and retired military leaders, 54 were supportive of the Trump administration and 255 that 
were critical. Leadership was the most contentious issue among military leaders, with 54 statements and letter 
signatures that supported President Trump's leadership, and 158 that criticized his ability to lead. The remaining 
statements and letter signatures were all critical, including 64 on civil rights issues and 33 on foreign policy. 

https://www.newamerica.org/international-security/blog/military-speaks-out/


9 
 

in 1957 when he wrote it.10  Huntington’s model stresses separate spheres between the 

military and its overseers. In return for remaining apolitical civilian leaders grant the 

military professional autonomy. This autonomy enables the military professionals to 

develop expertise in matters of tactics and operations.11 Unfortunately, many military 

officers and general/flag officers often adhere to portions of this but do not fully 

understand this view or Cohen’s argument in Supreme Command which is inherently 

the stronger and more realistic one. Cohen does not fully repudiate Huntington’s view of 

“objective control” because he argues that doing so would carry risks and that one 

cannot reject Huntington’s idea of sequestering policy issues from military 

administration and operations which is a way to politicize the military. He also noted that 

Huntington was correct in his thoughts that partisanship will eventually diminish military 

proficiency. Cohen argues that the “normal” theory requires improvement in “its 

understanding of the military profession and hence its understanding of civilian control.” 

“If military expertise is variable and uncertain, and if the boundaries between political 

ends and military means are more uncertain than Huntington suggests, civilian control 

must take on a different form than “objective control at least in its original 

understanding.”12 

American civ-mil relationships have always had differing degrees of tension and 

changes in laws and policy were created to address these issues aimed at enhancing 

the DoD’s ability to defend the country against all enemies foreign and domestic and to 

 
10 Huntington, Samuel Phillips. The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil–Military Relations. United 
Kingdom: Harvard University Press, 1957. 
11 Huntington, Samuel Phillips. The Soldier and the State, 1957, 11-13, 62-64, 83-85. 
12 Cohen, Eliot A. Supreme Command, 2002, 264. 
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fight and win our nation’s wars. Although this project does not focus on routine 

peacetime decision making, for context, it highlights some critical decisions that 

occurred and identified key issues that existed that impacted these wartime decisions.  

The SECDEF and CJCS are responsible for determining Military Risk and 

Military Strategic Risk. There are two categories of military risk: Risk-to-Mission (RM) 

and Risk-to-Force (RF).  “RM is the probability and consequence of current and 

contingency events causing harm to current or future military objectives, while RF is the 

probability and consequence of current and contingency events causing harm to the 

provision and sustainment of sufficient military resources.” Military Strategic Risk is “the 

probability and consequence of current and contingency events with direct military 

linkages upon the United States. This includes the U.S. population, territory, civil 

society, institutional processes, critical infrastructure, and interests.”13  Additionally, 

unforeseen factors and leadership approaches influence the ability to adapt to rapidly 

changing events when using military force. In this study, the goal was to determine if 

this leads to good policy or positive strategic outcomes. Also, did those decisions and 

policies result in the successful execution of the military mission and to some extent 

what follows that success.  

Laws and policies yield insights into how the roles, responsibilities, and 

authorities for the SECDEF and CJCS changed over time. Title 10, U.S. Code, January 

2011, “Armed Forces,” is the foundation for how the Services operate and is a living 

 
13 JOINT RISK ANALYSIS METHODOLOGY, CJCSM 3105.01A 12 October 2021, 
https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Library/Manuals/CJCSM%203105.01A.pdf?ver=y3cH4s5UNyqJAXwxAY
CL5Q%3d%3d, 34. 

https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Library/Manuals/CJCSM%203105.01A.pdf?ver=y3cH4s5UNyqJAXwxAYCL5Q%3d%3d
https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Library/Manuals/CJCSM%203105.01A.pdf?ver=y3cH4s5UNyqJAXwxAYCL5Q%3d%3d
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document that changes over time.14 The key functions of the DoD are to: “Support and 

defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic. 

Ensure, by timely and effective military action, the security of the United States, its 

possessions, and areas vital to its interest. Uphold and advance the national policies 

and interests of the United States.”15  Recent changes include the addition of a member 

of the Joint Chiefs, the Chief of the Space Force, and the addition of two combatant 

commands, United States Cyber Command (USCYBERCOM) and United States Space 

Command (USSPACECOM).  

As Cohen also noted in his own civ-mil research in Supreme Command, “For a 

politician to dictate military action is almost always folly. Civil-military relations must thus 

be a dialogue of unequals and the degree of civilian intervention in military matters a 

question of prudence, not principle, because principle properly opens the entire field of 

military activity to civilian scrutiny and direction.”16  What Cohen was referencing was 

the most senior national leadership, presidents and prime ministers and their 

relationship with their most senior military officers.  This study takes that down a level 

exploring the SECDEF and CJCS roles and relationship to the President of the United 

States, where both advise the President and National Security Council and carry out 

presidential decisions. As Stephen Rosen also noted, military organizations are 

professional organizations but also must be understood as “political communities” that 

maintain internal struggles over fundamental issues. “They determine who will live or die 

 
14 Title 10, U.S. Code, January 2011, “Armed Forces” 
15 Department of Defense Directive (DoDD) 5100.1. 2010. Incorporating Change 1, September 17, 2020, “Functions 
of the Department of Defense and Its Major Components.  
16 Cohen, Eliot A. Supreme Command, 2002, 12. 
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in wartime, and how, who will be honored and who will sit on the sidelines when war 

occurs.”17   

The study is organized into different parts and themes. Chapter 2 outlines the 

methodology of how the study was conducted and identifies factors of complexity that 

impact the SECDEF and CJCS’s ability to advise the President on use of force 

decisions. Chapters 3 and 4, illustrate how important these jobs are, why they are so 

difficult, and why clear success has eluded some of the men who have held the jobs. 

Chapter 3 specifically discusses the complexity through the structural history of 

legislative changes from 1947 to today which have incrementally added roles, 

responsibilities, and span of control to the SECDEF and roles, responsibilities, and 

influence of the CJCS. These changes have directly enabled, and to a lesser degree 

through some unintended consequences, inhibited the SECDEF and CJCS from 

effectively advising the President in facilitating successful military and foreign policy and 

use of force decisions. Chapter 4 covers another major factor, the civ-mil relationship 

with its inherent tensions and challenges, and how this plays a crucial role in how the 

SECDEF and CJCS advise the President and the Congress in facilitating successful 

U.S. military and foreign policy. These chapters also assist in answering whether the 

post GWN structural design of this relationship enables/d them to make effective 

decisions.  

The three specific case studies are chapters 5-7, and they highlight these issues 

in practice based on actual use of force decisions made prior to, and during, military 

 
17 Rosen, Stephen P., 1991. Winning the Next War. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. p.19. 
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operations and explores the working relationships between the SECDEF and CJCS and 

their interactions with the President, the National Security Council, Congress, and 

internally within the DoD.  They discuss that Cheney and Powell were effective, that 

Rumsfeld and his three CJCS were partially effective, and that Gates and his two CJCS 

were effective and why they succeeded or fell short. All three case studies outlined that 

there is both art and science in use of force decisions and war time decision making. 

After the case studies Chapter 8 covers the period after SECDEF Robert Gates 

tenure that highlights the shorter tenures of the Secretaries and the complete four-year 

CJCS tenures of General Dempsey and General Dunford. Those represent a mixed 

record of effectiveness and arguably an erosion of civ-mi relationships. Throughout the 

study there are other references to the SECDEFs under the Trump and Biden 

Administrations but those are difficult to place into historical context because the Trump 

Administration was so recent, and the Biden Administration is ongoing. The conclusion 

highlights the study’s key takeaways and some ideas for improvement that could enable 

more effective use of force decisions, wartime decision making, and national security 

interagency integration.  
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Chapter 2: Study Methodology 

There is a lot of research on civ-mil relationships but there is less done 

specifically on the decision making and relationship construct between the SECDEF 

and the respective CJCS who serve alongside them. Research indicates that there are 

not published books on the issue or comprehensive case studies framed this way.  

From speaking with scholars and historians’ part of the issue is that both the Joint Staff 

(JS) and Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) history offices support their own 

separate organizations. The respective papers of the former CJCS in the post GWN era 

are mostly at the National Defense University (NDU).  The Joint Staff History Office has 

excellent histories of the CJCS and the OSD History Office has the information on the 

SECDEFs but both offices confirmed there are no case studies framed in a combined 

way.  There are several books that highlight the relationships and battles between the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) and America’s civilian leaders that were useful to this study. 

The closest work done is a deep analysis of the Secretaries of Defense written 

by Professor Charles Stevenson. His book studied the leadership of all of the defense 

secretaries from the first SECDEF on and how they functioned in the national security 

policy making world, operated in the NSC, dealt with the President and the Secretary of 

State (SECSTATE), how they handled civ-mil relations in planning strategy and wars, 

their performance as politicians, and how they dealt with Congress.18  The insight from 

that work is helpful to understand the extreme challenges of the job of the SECDEF in 

managing the world’s single largest department bureaucracy and identifying their key 

 
18 Stevenson, Charles A., SECDEF: The Nearly Impossible Job of Secretary of Defense. United States: Potomac Books, 
2006, xi-xxi. 
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operating styles that Stevenson outlines as: revolutionary, firefighter, and team player.19  

That important books however ends at Secretary Rumsfeld’s second tenure as 

SECDEF and does not include the SECDEFs that have held the job since then to 

similarly mixed results. Open source published studies that cover the post GWN CJCS 

focus primarily on aspects of joint operations and there are books and publications that 

cover the CJCS. They were helpful in studying the roles and relationship between the 

SECDEF and CJCS and explored some aspects of how they worked as a combined civ-

mil team.20  There is also substantial research though on critical war time and crisis 

decisions involving military force throughout history, including H.R. McMaster’s 

Dereliction of Duty, Brian VanDeMark’s Road to Disaster, and Richard E. Neustadt and 

Ernest R. May’s Thinking In Time The Uses of History for Decision Makers which 

provides some conclusions about not only the structural relationship between the two 

key defense department leaders but also the effectiveness of their decisions. The aim of 

this study is to delve deeper into how they worked together after the Vietnam era to 

advise the President. Those books specifically shed light on the challenges before the 

1986 GWN Act came into effect while this study looks at those who came afterwards for 

some selected decisions.  

This study focused on the process framework as well as the strategic outcome of 

those decisions in executing the military mission on behalf of the nation from a historical 

perspective. It is arguably subjective because the people interviewed for the study and 

 
19 Stevenson, Charles A. SECDEF, 2006, 216. 
20 Per the Joint Staff History Office there are currently no declassified CJCS oral histories, case studies, or National 
Policy Series papers readily available for review on the post Goldwater Nichols Act CJCS. The Joint Staff History 
office is reviewing and declassifying the Bush 41 Administration records now. There are some limited case study 
materials available, but they are mostly on very specific operational issues.  
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the documented references do not consistently agree. Moreover, the slow pace of 

declassifying materials also impacted looking at specific decisions and decision source 

documents.21   

Questions & Hypothesis 

 As stated in the introduction this thesis sought to answer three related questions. 

(1) How effective have Secretaries of Defense and their respective Chairmen of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff been in advising the President in facilitating successful U.S. military 

and foreign policy? 2) Considering this historical record, what type of relationship 

between the two enabled success or failure? 3) Did the post Goldwater-Nichols 

structural design of this relationship enable them to make effective decisions?   

The case studies illustrate the challenges, paradoxes, and limitations of their own 

ability to influence this. My hypothesis is that the most successful relationships between 

them had structurally inherent friction but their ability to work through those differences 

through communication and agreement on the approach to major issues was a factor in 

their success. There may be a professional, respectful, trusting relationship where the 

SECDEF and CJCS disagree due to substantive matters and viewpoints based on their 

position. Miles’ Law of where you stand is where you sit on an issue may play a key role 

in the formulation of their respective positions.22 It is also inherently difficult to measure 

 
21 Per the OSD History Office, as of this writing, they have declassified compilations up through the Carter 
Administration. They had oral histories available from General Powell during his time as CJCS and Secretary Perry 
from his time in the Pentagon including as SECDEF. Email exchange December 1-2, 2021.  
22 Miles, Rufus E. "The Origin and Meaning of Miles' Law." Public Administration Review 38, no. 5 (1978): 399-403. 
Accessed May 7, 2021. https://doi.org/10.2307/975497 

https://doi.org/10.2307/975497
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relationships and how they may contribute to effectiveness.  Three issues also bear on 

the challenge: the issues involved, the people involved, and the context of the situation.  

Additionally, personality, interpersonal relations, and access to information, also 

play important roles in the bureaucratic politics process. The post GWN structural 

design of this relationship enabled them to make effective decisions, but the GWN Act 

likely requires some adjustments because some of the unintended consequences of the 

act that was originally designed to streamline the decision-making process has now 

grown into an expanded span of control for the SECDEF. Over the past 36 years 

multiple layers of bureaucracy were added while correspondingly the capacity of the 

fighting force has declined. Specifically, the many layers of bureaucracy in the DoD 

enterprise can limit options and enable group think while doing so in an environment 

that is top heavy with senior staff and an “ever shrinking fighting force.”23  The operating 

environment has also changed significantly rendering the DoD bureaucracy slow to 

respond in a rapidly changing operating environment characterized by emerging 

technological capabilities and near peer threats.  

 To answer the key questions in this study the research looked at the critical use 

of force decisions during the tenures of the SECDEF and CJCS. It also determined the 

key factors for recommending military action and the balance of risk for action versus 

inaction, explored their approach, and the critical choices they faced. Use of force 

decisions and wartime decision-making is an intricate dance between the SECDEF, 

CJCS, their respective staffs, the combatant commanders, and subordinate 

 
23 Punaro, Arnold L. The Ever-Shrinking Fighting Force. N.p.: Punaro Press, LLC, 2021. 
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commanders overseeing operations. There are degrees of overlap as well as 

discernable differences between the OSD staff and the JS and balancing competing 

agendas and priorities requires politically savvy leadership on both sides. This structure 

was designed with inherent competing interests, perspectives, and priorities. For 

example, combatant commanders are the senior war fighting commands and want more 

ready forces and assets to meet current requirements and there are never enough to 

satisfy the demand which is why there is an established complex Global Force 

Management (GFM) system. This system attempts, and usually fails, to fulfill resources 

adequately for the combatant commands who have extensive requirements. The 

prioritization process ensures that all receive some resources but the commands with 

designated higher priority missions receive higher numbers of the available assets and 

even then, there are unmet requirements.  The military Service Chiefs (JCS) want to 

retain service structure, preserve capability and capacity, and build readiness balanced 

against acquiring capabilities and modernization because they are responsible to man, 

train, and equip the force for a myriad of contingencies and missions. The SECDEF and 

CJCS’ ability to manage these inherent conflicts, balance competing priorities, and 

manage the relationships at the principal level enables success.  

Adversarial relationships based on personality clashes or mismanagement of 

interactions at the principal, staff, or command levels, can result in disjointed decision 

making and can lead to the ineffective ability to provide the best possible advice to 

elected civilian leaders up to the President. Ineffective leadership and bad advice can 

result in the inadequacy of meeting strategic objectives even though it may be possible 

to achieve military tactical and operational success.   
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As VanDeMark outlined in his work studying SECDEF McNamara and leadership 

decisions during the Vietnam War, the perspective of Presidents versus those of 

generals and admirals can be very different.24 This requires the SECDEF and to 

perhaps lessor degree the CJCS,  to engage in “vertical code-switching,” which is a 

process that occurs when leaders in the middle of the hierarchy, in this case the chain 

of command, must frequently alternate between incompatible roles with very different 

expectations and very different power dynamics.25 The unique demands of the SECDEF 

can compound the challenge because the SECDEF is stuck between two very different 

sets of stakeholders. On the one hand the SECDEF is expected to be assertive towards 

the Service Chiefs and combatant commanders but deferential to the President and to 

the Congress, and this dynamic can create relentless and conflicting demands. 

Furthermore, there is also research which indicates that there is a long history and 

danger of unquestioned assumptions that have led to disastrous war time decision as 

evidenced in the Vietnam War.26  Alternate viewpoints and advice do not always make it 

to the decision makers and when they do, it can cause friction and uncomfortable 

debate.  Not everyone in senior leadership is comfortable with disruptive thoughts and 

ideas or in managing chaos.  

The type of relationship and interactions that work well is when the SECDEF and 

CJCS clearly communicate and advise the President and the NSC on the areas where 

they agree and that each also surfaces the areas and issues where they do not agree 

 
24 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster: A New History of America's Descent Into Vietnam. United States: Custom 
House, 2018, 22-24. 
25 Anicich, Eric M. and Jacob B. Hirsch, “Why Being a Middle Manager Is So Exhausting,” Harvard Business Review, 
March 22, 2017. https://hbr.org/2017/03/why-being-a-middle-manager-is-so-exhausting. 
26 VanDeMark, Brian. Road to Disaster, 2018, 381.  

https://hbr.org/2017/03/why-being-a-middle-manager-is-so-exhausting
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and make their respective cases. This allows each to have their independent voice. 

Their ability to agree to disagree without being disagreeable however matters because if 

they can do this, they are able to maintain a trusted professional relationship. A good 

example of this was during the Obama Administration debate on whether to pursue and 

resource a counterinsurgency strategy or a counterterrorism strategy in Afghanistan and 

the varying troop levels required for it. SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen were not in 

complete agreement, especially on troop numbers, and each offered their own views 

and opinions to President Obama and the NSC. This did not harm their relationship and 

it enabled a broader discussion on the issues. 

To the extent possible it was necessary to determine what the SECDEF and 

CJCS’ relationship was like with each other, with the President, and with the cabinet. It 

was also helpful to understand how they approached subordinating the military to 

civilian authorities without making the military a partisan instrument. That is a difficult 

balancing act, and it is a vital part of civ-mil relations that comes into play during every 

administration and manifests itself in different ways. The research sought to uncover 

whether adjustments, formal and informal to the institutional structure were needed and 

how changes were made or why they were not made.   

The research also identified their perspectives on the roles of Congress, the 

Presidency, the DoD, and the military services themselves and if adjustments or reform 

is required. It also explored some of the other major dynamics in the civ-mil relationship 

more broadly since GWN was enacted and current debates that affect the SECDEF and 

CJCS’ ability to perform their roles and responsibilities. A current and timely issue that 

remains part of the civ-mil debate is the wisdom and practicality of having ex-
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generals/flag officers serve as Secretaries of Defense, so it remains relevant to discuss 

and debate this issue. The research indicated that there was a different tension 

between the SECDEF and CJCS when the SECDEF was a former senior military officer 

because there was the possibility and perception that the Secretary also spoke for the 

military and this infringed somewhat on the CJCS’ role and responsibility.27 None of the 

three case studies fit this mold but the subject came up frequently during the study, and 

people who served in the administrations covered in the three case studies had clear 

views on the issue, so it is relevant to include that perspective. Lastly, the research 

sought to determine whether the civ-mil approach was different under Presidential 

administrations of different political parties, Republican or Democrat and if so, if there 

was a noticeable or measurable difference in effectiveness and outcomes.   

My initial goal was to interview the respective SECDEF and CJCS in the post 

GWN era, but this proved challenging for a myriad of reasons namely: 1. Some were 

too busy or unable to participate. 2. Some simply did not want to discuss the subject, or 

3. They just did not want to or could not discuss it with me as the 

interviewer/researcher.  Those I interviewed were generous with their time and 

comments. Unfortunately, two of the key people in the case studies passed away, 

former SECDEF Rumsfeld and former CJCS Powell, as the project began. I previously 

had the opportunity to speak with and moderate an insightful discussion with SECDEF 

Rumsfeld and met with CJCS Powell several years ago and they both spoke candidly, 

 
27 Theme in multiple interviews. This reference was to the relationship between Secretary Mattis and General 
Dunford and to a lesser extent Secretary Austin and General Milley.  This did not apply to Secretary Esper and 
General Milley, partially because Secretary Esper was a retired Colonel from the Army Reserve.  
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so I was able to incorporate some of their firsthand thoughts.28 I also interviewed other 

senior civilian and military leaders and stakeholders and used the same set of questions 

for all. Interviews conducted are listed at the end of the study.  

   The specific interview questions included the following:  

o What were the significant use of force decisions made during your tenure?  

o Were there clear objectives and an exit strategy?  

o What was your relationship like with the CJCS? Or SECDEF? What was the 

relationship like between the SECDEF and CJCS? How would you characterize 

it? 

o What would you change or keep in terms of law, policy, or structure that would 

enable increased effectiveness in offering best military/defense/policy 

recommendations? 

o Do you feel you provided quality advice to the President and NSC?  What was 

your thinking at the time? Has your thinking changed with the benefit of 

reflection, hindsight, and the outcomes of those decisions? 

o Were you successful in exercising the managerial responsibilities delegated to 

you by the President? 

o How was the use of force viewed within the administration/s you served? 

 
28 Conversation with Colin Powell, Thursday, September 13, 2007.  Moderated discussion with Donald Rumsfeld, 
Wednesday, July 30, 2008, during White House Fellows roundtables.   
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o Where does your relationship with the President fit in?  What makes the 

SECDEF and CJCS relationship unique is that it is hierarchical, but both have 

independent access to the President.  

o How did you choose who to select/recommend for 4-star positions? What was 

your criteria? 

o The role of Congress – was it helpful, a hindrance, or both in enabling you to 

serve effectively in your role? 

The following sources helped answer the questions. The primary sources from 

the National Security Archives (NSA Archives) held at George Washington University 

(Rumsfeld papers), a small number of original documents from the Office of the 

Secretary of Defense and the Joint Staff available through their respective History 

offices,29 as well as documents from authors who have done related work that isolates 

or focuses on the SECDEF and CJCS were useful. Of note, the respective papers of 

some of the CJCS located at the National Defense University (NDU) were not available 

due to restrictions and so were not used. The oral histories posted in the Miller Center 

archives at the University of Virginia under the President George H.W. Bush 

Administration and the President George W. Bush Administration were relevant and 

helpful. The National Archives of the United States and the Library of Congress were 

also used.  Although a classified study would have provided some richer detail there 

was enough open-source material available to answer the questions for the purposes of 

this study. The other part of the literature review included laws, policies, regulations, 

 
29 Many of the documents are still being declassified and compiled for volumes that are not published or accessible 
for review. 
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and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Instructions (CJCSIs), strategy, and planning 

documents.  

I interviewed 16 of the most experienced journalists with expertise in defense 

issues to discuss the SECDEF and CJCS they covered.30 I also conducted nearly 40 

interviews with current and former senior civilians (both career and political appointees 

at the Senior Executive Service (SES)/Executive Service (ES) level including DASDs, 

ASDs, USDs, Service Secretaries, & Special Assistants) and military officers 

(general/flag officers many who served as Service, Joint Staff, or combatant command 

staff principals or commanders and those who served as military assistants to senior 

civilian and military personnel). I also interviewed senior personnel who served in other 

national security positions in the White House, Congress, the Department of State, and 

the Intelligence Community (IC). Some of these individuals had experience in more than 

one position in multiple agencies so they were able to provide a fuller perspective. For 

the civilian appointees, members of Congress, and professional staff members (PSM) it 

was roughly a 50/50 split in political affiliation between Republicans and Democrats.  

All interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner that explored the 

same questions and themes but unless they are listed by name in the list of people 

interviewed their names were not used because we agreed on it as a condition for them 

to speak freely. I respected their preference for discretion, and I refer to them 

generically throughout the study and anonymized their comments. I did this to preserve 

 
30 NOTE:  requests were sent to 30 journalists with 7-25 years of experience covering the Pentagon and National 
Security. Of the requests sent only 10 initially responded. An additional 6 responded after following up. All 
required the conversations to remain unattributed or “on background” to speak freely and so they could retain the 
access required to continue to effectively do their jobs. Several also cited that their media organizations-
maintained policies that didn’t allow them to participate in answering these questions on the record.    
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their trust and confidentiality which was vital to the interviewees who shared their honest 

and thoughtful, but sometimes direct and pointed insights. Where quotations are used 

without directly attributable notes, they are interview quotes.  For those who agreed to 

have their answers recorded for attribution they are quoted and specifically cited. 

As a retired active-duty military officer who served in senior command and staff 

positions at the tactical, operational, and strategic levels in peace and war, and in 

interagency assignments working directly for or with cabinet and senior officials, I was 

gratefully granted tremendous access to my former colleagues and their networks who 

were generous with their time and insightful perspective.  I also acknowledge that my 

own experience carries inherent bias. Having been privileged to serve as a senior 

advisor, gatekeeper, and confidant this also precluded me from directly using some of 

my own insight into specific events or decisions.  I chose the case studies and the 

subject in part because they shed light into my own questions on how these leaders’ 

made decisions in the wars that they asked generations of us to fight in that ended with 

very mixed results.   

I also reviewed the work of journalists and authors who have written extensively 

on presidential administrations chronicling their key decisions and events. Those books 

indicate remarkable access and insight, and the notes/sources alone were helpful 

pointing to original documents and triangulating information for citation.  A key part of 

the literature review also included the biographies and autobiographies written about or 

by the specific SECDEFs and CJCS in the study. For example, several have written 

comprehensive books on their lives and what they viewed as their key decisions, often 

through their own lens and for legacy building purposes but nevertheless they were 
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insightful. This provided context and insight into to what they thought at the time of their 

decisions and analysis on these decisions.  Congressional testimonies and press 

conferences also offered insight into key decisions.   

The three case studies looked at sets of SECDEF and CJCS, who served 

together to determine how they viewed their relationship, framed against a reading of 

the civ-mil literature and primary source documents.  Like Stevenson’s roles and 

performances from his analysis on the SECDEF’s from Forrestal through Rumsfeld this 

study looks at the SECDEF and CJCS through their roles and responsibilities. 

Stevenson analyzed the SECDEF’s roles as: Manager of the Pentagon, War Planner, 

Diplomat, and NSC Advisor.31  These were useful lenses that I adapted and framed 

differently to look at the SECDEF and CJCS through the overall analytical framework of 

Advisor.  In the Advisor role the SECDEF is a statutory member of the NSC and advises 

the President on a range of defense and foreign policy issues. The CJCS is the 

President’s principal military advisor and advises the SECDEF and NSC.  Both positions 

also have other responsibilities as strategists, managers, and diplomats but those 

enable them to perform this key advisor role and responsibility as a cabinet secretary 

(SECDEF) and principal military advisor (CJCS). 

 Measuring their effectiveness by decision matrix using quantitative methods 

would not be compelling therefore it was not incorporated into this study.  A key 

component that runs through all the roles and responsibilities however is adaptability.  

Although the nature of war does not change the character of war continues to evolve 

 
31 Stevenson, Charles A.  SECDEF, 2006, 5. 



27 
 

and is ever changing. As scholars David Barno and Nora Bensahel outline in their book 

Adaptation Under Fire, adaptability is a crucial task for all organizations – military and 

civilian. They outline that the environment is always changing, sometimes in 

unpredictable and unexpected ways. They argued that what matters most is the “ability 

to successfully adapt to unforeseen circumstances as they arise” and that this is “more 

true for militaries than other types of organizations, since the consequences can be 

existential.”32  They incorporate some of scholar Amy Zegart’s elements indicating that 

changes must be “of sufficient magnitude to transform what an organization does and 

how it does it” and that these changes should lead to “an improved fit” between the 

organization and its operating environment; and that it must “change in ways that keep 

pace with environmental demands, whatever those might be and however fast they 

might develop.”33  This applies to the decision making throughout the conflicts in the 

study not just the initial use of force decisions.  

A substantial part of the challenge SECDEFs and CJCS face in use of force 

decisions is dealing with the difficulty of military adaptation during wartime.  Barno and 

Bensahel also describe why this is a significant challenge because: there is an inherent 

organizational resistance to change, chance and friction exist, there is strategic 

interaction with the adversary, there are radical differences between peacetime and 

wartime, and arguably the most important, the existential costs of failure.34  The points 

on adaptability refer to organizations but they arguably also apply to people, roles, and 

 
32 Bensahel, Nora and Lt. General David Barno. Adaptation Under Fire: How Militaries Change in Wartime. United 
States: Oxford University Press, 2020. 
33 Zegart, Amy B., Spying Blind: the CIA, the FBI, and the Origins of 9/11. United Kingdom: Princeton University 
Press, 2007, 16. See also in Bensahel and Barno, Adaptation Under Fire, 2020, 9. 
34 Bensahel, Nora and Lt. General David Barno, Adaptation Under Fire, 2020, 10-17.  
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responsibilities too. The SECDEFs and CJCS who were adaptable, flexible, and 

innovative were the most effective and the research in the case studies supports this.  

The next chapter provides a history and overview of the key laws that enabled 

the growth of the DoD, the Joint Force, and the positions of the SECDEF and CJCS. It 

covers authorities, roles, responsibilities, and structure. It is an important part of this 

study to understand why the U.S. defense establishment operates as it does and why it 

continues to evolve in response to changes in the operational environment. 
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Chapter 3:  History and the Evolution of the Structure to Today  

 Our current U.S. defense structure has evolved significantly since the founding of 

the nation. The National Military Establishment (NME) was established in 1947 and the 

structure and focus have changed over time based on the focus of the administration in 

office, geopolitical circumstances, and these resulted in an increase in staffs to support 

real and imputed functions.35  These changes both directly enabled and inhibited the 

SECDEF and CJCS from effectively advising the President in facilitating successful 

military and foreign policy and use of force decisions. That paradox is at the heart of this 

chapter which discusses the impact of the key legislation. It looks at the National 

Security Act of 1947, the 1949 Amendments to The National Security Act, the Defense 

Reorganization Act of 1958, the Goldwater Nichols Act of 1986 that brought us to the 

joint force structure and responsibilities, and National Defense Authorization Act 

(NDAA) Amendments that made some adjustments to refine the post GWN structure, 

roles, and responsibilities.  

National Security Act of 1947 

President Truman signed the National Security Act of 1947 on July 26th, 1947, 

that set the foundation for the modern organization of the U.S. national security 

establishment.  It mandated a reorganization of the foreign policy and military 

establishments and created many of the institutions that presidents found useful to 

formulate and implement foreign policy. It provided the framework for coordinating the 

 
35 Punaro, Arnold L. The Ever-Shrinking Fighting Force, 2021, 110. 
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military with other departments and agencies of the government concerned with national 

security.   

Specifically, this act established the NSC, consolidated the Navy and War 

departments forming the NME, which would be led by a secretary of defense, and it 

recognized the Air Force as an independent service from the Army.  It also formalized 

the Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) and transferred the Central Intelligence Group 

(CIG), into the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) which was the nation’s first peacetime 

intelligence agency.  It also created a War Council composed of the Secretary of 

Defense, as Chairman of the council, who shall have power of decision; the Secretary of 

the Army; the Secretary of the Navy; the Secretary of the Air Force; the Chief of Staff, 

United States Army; the Chief of Naval Operations; and the Chief of Staff, United States 

Air Force. The War Council advised the Secretary of Defense on matters of broad policy 

relating to the armed forces and considered and reported on such other matters as the 

Secretary of Defense may direct.36 The secretaries of War, Navy, and Air Force were 

originally cabinet level appointments.37  This new structure created separate defense 

and intelligence agencies. 

Notably within the DoD, this 1947 law capped the number of officers on the Joint 

Staff at 100 with approximately equal numbers of officers from each of the then three 

armed services to prevent it from being too large or overwhelming what was a 

comparatively smaller staff of civilians in the NME.  The subsequent laws increased this 

over time and today one would be hard pressed to find less than 100 officers in any one 

 
36 National Security Act of 1947, Sec 210. Milestones: 1945–1952 - Office of the Historian (state.gov). 
37 Punaro, The Ever-Shrinking Fighting Force, 2021, 110. 
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of the Joint directorates on the Joint Staff. Conversely, the Office of the Secretary of 

Defense (OSD) was originally staffed with 45 staff officials and three special assistants 

borrowed from the Navy. From 1947-1949 the OSD staff increased rapidly increasing in 

the first year to 173 and then to 347 a year later.38  This occurred because of the 

increased responsibilities placed on the OSD as it combined functions.  

The establishment of the NME, the position of the SECDEF and accompanying 

staff was designed to provide centralized command and control of the department to 

enable integration of military assets.  In theory this meant a manageable span of control 

for the President and SECDEF. Specifically, the SECDEF became the principal 

assistant to the President in all matters relating to national security. Under the direction 

of the President and the provisions of the Act the SECDEF was assigned the following 

duties: “(1) Establish general policies and  programs for the national Military 

Establishment and for all of the departments and agencies therein: (2) Exercise general 

direction, authority, and control over such departments and agencies; (3) Take 

appropriate steps to eliminate unnecessary duplication or overlapping in the fields of 

procurement, supply, transportation, storage, health, and research; (4) Supervise and 

coordinate the  preparation of  the budget estimates of  the departments and agencies 

comprising the National Military Establishment; formulate and determine the budget 

estimates for  submittal to the Bureau of  the Budget; and supervise the budget 

programs of such departments and agencies under the applicable appropriation Act.”39   

 
38 Punaro, The Ever-Shrinking Fighting Force, 2021, 211. 
39 The National Security Act of 1947 – July 26, 1947, Public Law 253, 80th Congress; Chapter 343, 1st Session; S. 
758. 
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Unfortunately, although that seemed extensive, it made for a weak SECDEF 

because his job was to serve as a coordinating staff officer without real power. The job 

was to coordinate, plan, and integrate military matters, not run operations. James 

Forrestal, who was serving as the Secretary of the Navy was selected as the first 

SECDEF by President Truman though he did not want the job and did not think it should 

exist for several reasons. Nothing contained in the act prevented the Service 

Secretaries as cabinet level officials, from going directly to the President or to the 

Director of the Budget, for any recommendation relating to their department they 

deemed necessary. Furthermore, the Services were still administered as individual 

executive departments by their respective Secretaries, and they retained all powers and 

duties relating to their departments that were not specifically conferred to the SECDEF.  

The position of SECDEF, while important and symbolic, struggled because the 

accompanying authorities and staff was minimal.  Although Forrestal’s goal was to unify 

the Services, he lacked the authority to impose centralized control over the military and 

often found himself mediating disputes between the Army and the Navy. Within months 

of taking the job Forrestal concluded he had failed despite his best efforts and 

concluded that he would continue to fail without legislation strengthening his position.  In 

fact, he stated that “The peacetime mission of the Armed Services is to destroy the 

Secretary of Defense,” and that “no one can make it work.” He became increasingly 

erratic, moody, and paranoid which ultimately led President Truman to request his 

resignation in 1949 and Forrestal committed suicide a few months later.40  Ultimately, 

there was a recognition that the position needed to be strengthened with the authority to 

 
40 Stevenson, Charles A. SECDEF, 2006, 7-9. 
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exercise direction, authority, and control over the Services which led to amendments 

outlined in the next section. Additionally, at the time the law was originally enacted there 

was no CJCS, so the SECDEF still did not have one military counterpart to assist in 

integrating the military services. The position of the CJCS was not established until 

August 19, 1949, when the National Security Act was amended as outlined in the next 

section, and Army General Omar Bradley became the first Chairman.41   

1949 Amendments to the National Security Act 

In 1949 the National Security Act was amended to give the SECDEF more power 

over the individual services and their secretaries. These amendments were all made 

under the newly established Senate Armed Services Committee (SASC).  The August 

10, 1949 (National Security Act Amendments of 1949), Public Law 81-216, 63 STAT 

578, reorganizing fiscal management in the National Military Establishment to promote 

economy and efficiency, amended the 1947 NSA and renamed the NME as the 

Department of Defense (DoD).42  President Truman remarked that: “This legislation 

represents a major step toward more responsible and efficient administration of the 

military affairs of the Nation. It converts the National Military Establishment into a new 

executive Department of Defense, within which the former executive departments of the 

Army, Navy, and Air Force are included as military departments. It gives the Secretary 

of Defense, under the direction of the President, direction, authority, and control over 

the Department of Defense, appropriate to his responsibility as head of that 

 
41 https://www.jcs.mil 
42 Act of August 10, 1949 (National Security Act Amendments of 1949), Public Law 81-216, 63 STAT 578, 
reorganizing fiscal management in the National Military Establishment to promote economy and efficiency. 
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/299860 

https://www.jcs.mil/
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/299860
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Department. It provides for a Deputy Secretary and three Assistant Secretaries of 

Defense, and for a Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, to assist the Secretary in 

carrying out his responsibilities. It provides for better financial management of the 

Department by requiring a "performance type" budget, allowing greater flexibility in the 

control and use of funds, and establishing a Comptroller in the Department of Defense 

and in each of the military departments. These provisions afford sound basis for further 

progress toward the unification of our Armed Forces and the unified management of our 

military affairs…”43 

The position of the CJCS was also originally intended to be relatively weak. 

Although while serving in the position the CJCS was senior to the other members of the 

JCS, the CJCS could not exercise military command over the JCS or any of the military 

services. The CJCS’ primary role was to be the presiding officer of the JCS; provide the 

agenda for JCS meetings and inform the SECDEF and President on issues where the 

JCS could not agree.  The 1949 amendments also grew the Joint Staff to 200 personnel 

and marked the beginning efforts of the OSD to coordinate the defense budget.44   

While these amendments were designed to enable the SECDEF to be more 

effective in managing the DoD bureaucracy they did not fundamentally aid in use of 

force decisions or war time decision making. In fact, the opposite occurred because of 

the post WWII military drawdown which was a political reality following the end of WWII. 

The first SECDEF, James Forrestal, and CJCS, Army General Omar Bradley, oversaw 

 
43 https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/library/public-papers/177/statement-president-upon-signing-national-security-
act-amendments-1949 
44 THE NATIONAL SECURITY ACT OF 1947 as amended by PUBLIC LAW 216, 81st CONGRESS 
https://history.defense.gov/Portals/70/Documents/dod_reforms/NSA1947amended1949.pdf 

https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/library/public-papers/177/statement-president-upon-signing-national-security-act-amendments-1949
https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/library/public-papers/177/statement-president-upon-signing-national-security-act-amendments-1949
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extensive defense cuts and emphasized the development of the nuclear bomber force. 

Their focus was also on the Soviet Union and its growing communist influence.  There 

was also the rise of the NSC under President Truman and it was fast becoming a 

competitor to the JCS. The NSC authored NSC-68 which was a dire prognosis about 

the American struggle against the Soviet Union that concluded that the free world 

needed to build up its political, economic, and military strength to eventually force the 

Soviet Union to negotiate acceptable agreements on major issues.  

Ultimately, budget issues forced the downplaying of the warnings in NSC-68 and 

the Bureau of the Budget also felt the threat was overstated which is what enabled 

President Truman to direct the SECDEF and JCS to figure out how to make do with a 

$13 billion defense budget that they knew would not meet the Soviet threat. The JCS 

believed that the U.S. needed a massive military buildup, and they got the opposite. 

Moreover, there was not yet unity of effort between the Services.45  

None of the Services or the JCS was adequately prepared for the Korean War 

from 1950-1953, and the task of re-organizing and deploying a much smaller U.S. 

military force involved significant challenges.  But it was not just the smaller military that 

was concerning. The JCS disagreed with how General Douglas MacArthur was 

executing the war in Korea and this created an internal military problem that they 

struggled to manage. MacArthur made operational and political decisions on his own 

that neither they nor the President agreed with which made matters worse and that also 

escalated the situation in Korea resulting in Chinese involvement and tactical defeats. 

 
45 Perry, Mark. Four Stars. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1989. 19-22. 
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For some time, the JCS and CJCS were unwilling to do anything about maintaining 

effective oversight of the fighting in Korea. Ultimately, the JCS and President made the 

decision to replace MacArthur with Matthew Ridgeway the 8th Army Commander, in 

what is probably one of the most significant examples of a civ-mil crisis in wartime. The 

MacArthur incident also reflects a military struggle revolving around the place of the 

JCS in the nation’s high command. The JCS’ recommendation, and President Truman’s 

decision, to relieve MacArthur was a turning point in both the war in Korea and civ-mil 

affairs. Ultimately, the Korean conflict ended in a stalemate but it reestablished JCS 

primacy over theater commanders and that they were the most powerful men in 

uniform.46 

There were subsequent adjustments and reorganizations to the DoD that 

followed the Korean war resulting in the OSD staff restructuring of 1953 that eliminated 

the Research and Development Board, the Munitions Board, the Defense Supply 

Management Agency, and the Office of the Director of Installations and moving all these 

functions into OSD. The 1953 law also provided the SECDEF with nine Assistant 

Secretaries of Defense (ASDs) instead of the three original assistants and established a 

DoD general counsel (GC).47  None of these adjustments directly enhanced war time 

decision making or enabled smoother use of force decisions right away but they were a 

recognition that the defense establishment required greater integration and the ability 

for the SECDEF to control formerly separate offices and functions designed to enhance 

the DoD’s ability to maintain oversight. 

 
46 Perry, Mark. Four Stars, 1989, 33-35.  
47 REORGANIZATION PLAN NO. 6 OF 1953, https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-
title5a-node84-leaf139&num=0&edition=prelim 

https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title5a-node84-leaf139&num=0&edition=prelim
https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title5a-node84-leaf139&num=0&edition=prelim
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Defense Reorganization Act of 1958 

Perhaps the most significant adjustment that led to the centralization and 

unification of the DoD structure under the SECDEF and including greater control over 

the service departments happened during the Eisenhower Administration after the 1957 

Soviet launch of Sputnik.48  The Defense Reorganization Act of 1958 took the Services 

out of the operational chain of command, established the original combatant 

commands, and firmly enabled war time decision making from the President and the 

SECDEF to the combatant commands. It also made major changes that resulted in 

elevating the status of the CJCS and allowing him to vote in JCS decisions, nearly 

doubled the size of the Joint Staff, established both the unified and specified 

commands, reduced the number of ASDs from nine to seven by eliminating the ASD for 

Research and Engineering and ASD for Applications Engineering into the Director of 

Research and Engineering (DDR&E).49  The establishment of the DDR&E during this 

time frame resulted in OSD and the Joint Staff growing almost 30 percent.50 This 

legislation was eventually modified that altered the OSD in minor ways during the 

Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, Ford, and Carter Administrations to reflect adjustments of 

ASDs and their focus areas but the 1958 Defense Reorganization Act was the major 

legislation that enabled the significant increase in military commands and defense staff.   

The fact that the SECDEF was now able to oversee the combatant commands 

that were the operational war fighting commands enabled the possibility for effectively 

 
48 Punaro, Arnold L. The Ever-Shrinking Fighting Force, 2021, 114. 
49 PUBLIC LAW 85-599-AUG. 6, 1958, Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1958, 
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/STATUTE-72/pdf/STATUTE-72-Pg514.pdf 
50 Punaro, Arnold L. The Ever-Shrinking Fighting Force, 2021, 115. 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/STATUTE-72/pdf/STATUTE-72-Pg514.pdf
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advising the President and national security establishment. In practice however that did 

not happen effectively as the Vietnam War illustrated when SECDEF McNamara and 

senior civilian policy makers made significant policy decisions without involving the JCS 

or allowing them to participate in higher level discussions concerning policy or strategic 

options.51  It did not alleviate the service centric approach of the JCS, and it cut them 

out of key decisions. H.R. McMaster highlighted these flaws in the civ-mil equation in his 

book Dereliction of Duty. The JCS no longer trusted the civilians in the Pentagon or in 

the White House fearing that they would cave to domestic politics and that they did not 

support the military efforts and strategy. SECDEF Laird sought to reestablish trust that 

was lost during the McNamara years and to improve civ-mil relationship in President 

Nixon’s Administration. He successfully advised the NSC and President for the ultimate 

drawdown in Vietnam but because foreign policy was centralized around Henry 

Kissinger and the NSC Laird was not the primary advisor in the same way that the other 

SECDEFs became. After McNamara though Laird was considered someone the JCS 

could work with, and he was loyal to the President and the Administration even if the 

White House went around him on occasion straight to the CJCS.52 

 While the problematic wartime decision making of President Johnson, his 

national security advisors, the SECDEF, and the JCS during the Vietnam War cannot 

be attributed solely to this legislation it played a role in ineffective decision making and 

use of force decisions. It stood as one of the most significant pieces of legislation for 28 

years until the Reagan Administration. 

 
51 McMaster, H.R., Dereliction of Duty: Johnson, McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies That Led to 
Vietnam. United States: HarperCollins, 1998, 301. 
52 Stevenson, Charles A. SECDEF, 2006, 87-89. 
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Goldwater Nichols Act 1986 

During the Reagan Administration, over objections of then SECDEF Caspar 

Weinberger and many uniformed military leaders, Congress ushered in their own 

initiatives and fundamental changes, primarily the Goldwater Nichols DoD 

reorganization Act of 1986 (GWN) and implementation of recommendations from the 

Packard Commission.53  The President’s Blue Ribbon Commission on Defense 

Management Reform was the official title of the Packard Commission and it was created 

to review oversight and management of expenditures and weapons procurement in the 

DoD because of scandals where the government overpaid for a wide variety of items. In 

response to the scandals President Reagan appointed the commission to study 

government procurement. It looked at the defense management policies and 

procedures including the budget process, the procurement system, legislative oversight, 

organizational and operational oversight in the OSD, the organization of the JCS, the 

Unified and Specified Command system, the Military Departments, and the Congress. 

The Packard Commission concluded that there was “no rational system” governing 

defense procurement and that the scandals were not factually a result of fraud and 

abuse but rather the overcomplicated process and rigid procedures that resulted in 

creative accounting.  The Commission recommended appropriations be in two-year 

budgets passed by Congress rather than annual appropriations bills, it created the 

position of Under Secretary for Acquisition to maintain oversight within DoD, that theater 

commanders should report directly to the SECDEF through the CJCS, and that the 

 
531986 Packard Commission Report – Blue Ribbon Commission on Defense Management, 
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/2695411-Packard-Commission.html 
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power of the CJCS should be strengthened. This ultimately led to President Reagan 

signing National Security Directive 219, to implement the commission’s 

recommendations and further inspired Congress to reform the Joint Chiefs of Staff 

system in the Goldwater Nichols Act of 1986. It was sponsored by Senator Barry 

Goldwater and Representative Bill Nichols and enacted to improve the ability of U.S. 

armed forces to conduct joint operations in the field, and to improve the DoD budget 

process. The act contained major changes that strengthened the influence of the CJCS 

and the Joint Staff, compared to those of the Service chiefs and military departments; it 

increased the authority and influence of the combatant commands that control U.S. 

forces around the world; and it created a joint officer specialization within each service 

to improve the quality of officers assigned to the Joint Staff and other joint commands. 

The intent of the act was to: 

“Reorganize the Department of Defense and strengthen civilian authority in the  
Department of Defense, to improve the military advice provided to the President,  
the National Security Council, and the Secretary of Defense, to place clear 
responsibility on the commanders of the unified and specified combatant 
commands for the accomplishment of missions assigned to those commands 
and ensure that the authority of those commanders is fully commensurate with 
that responsibility, to increase attention to the formulation of strategy and to 
contingency planning, to provide for more efficient use of defense resources, to 
improve joint officer management policies, otherwise to enhance the 
effectiveness of military operations and improve the management and 
administration of the Department of Defense, and for other purposes.”54 
 

Without question this act did this and more. Its granular detail articulates roles 

and responsibilities that fundamentally changed how the military organized and fought 

and it elevated the role of the CJCS and reduced the prominence and power of the 

 
54 Goldwater Nichols DOD Reorganization Act of 1986 (defense.gov)a525942.pdf (dtic.mil), 2.  
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Service Chiefs JCS).  It also established the position of Vice Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff (VCJCS) and outlined the roles, responsibility, and requirements of that 

position. It also established an updated combatant command construct.55 Civ-mil 

scholars continue to argue the merits of all the changes, but it clearly enabled the rise of 

the professional joint force and how we fight our nation’s wars.   

The list of pros and cons is debatable and is best viewed through differing 

perspectives, but it attempted to fix problems caused by inter-service rivalry, which 

emerged during the Vietnam War, contributed to the catastrophic failure of the Iranian 

hostage rescue mission in 1980, and which were still evident in the invasion of Grenada 

in 1983.56  The duties and responsibilities in the pre and post GWN Act periods showed 

that the roles and potential influence of defense department civilian leaders remained 

consistent but the roles and influence of military leaders changed dramatically. The 

GWN Act reduced the power of the Service Chiefs and gave the CJCS much more 

authority and influence. The SECDEF maintained a powerful position as head of the 

defense department and key cabinet member throughout both periods. The specified 

duties of the Service Secretaries were increased slightly under GWN, but the Service 

Secretaries did not have a significant role in providing advice on military strategy. The 

sweeping change was in the military leadership. Before GWN, all five members of the 

JCS were designated as co-equal military advisers to the National Command Authority. 

In this system President Johnson and SECDEF McNamara circumvented the JCS 

 
55 Goldwater Nichols DOD Reorganization Act of 1986 (defense.gov)a525942.pdf (dtic.mil), Sec 201 and Sec 211.  
56  Cole, Ronald H. (1999). "Grenada, Panama, and Haiti: Joint Operational Reform" Joint Force Quarterly (20 
(Autumn/Winter 1998-99)): 57–74. https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/ADA422959 
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during the Vietnam War and did not take their advice on how to prosecute the war. In 

the post GWN period, the CJCS was elevated to the position of principal military adviser 

to the National Command Authority, while the Service Chiefs were reduced to the status 

of secondary advisers. This enabled one principal military advisor to the President, the 

NSC, and SECDEF – first among equals with a seat at the table.  

The first successful operational test of GWN was the 1989 U.S. invasion of 

Panama, Operation Just Cause, where it functioned as intended and allowed the U.S. 

commander, Army General Maxwell Reid Thurman, to exercise full control over Marine 

Corps, Army, Air Force and Navy assets without having to negotiate with the individual 

Services. The second major test was the 1991 Gulf War with Iraq, Operation Desert 

Storm, under the leadership of SECDEF Cheney and CJCS Powell, highlighted later in 

the first case study. Although the use of forces operations listed here seemed to 

indicate that this enhanced the SECDEF and CJCS’ war time decision making 

effectiveness and that the system functioned as designed, Panama was limited in scope 

and short in duration, so it was not a comprehensive test case. The first Gulf War was a 

regional conflict with limited objectives, used overwhelming conventional force and was 

also short in duration but it too served as a validation of the concept.   

GWN certainly was not perfect though. For one, the proliferation and 

promulgation of large and redundant staffs at the OSD, Joint Staff, combatant 

command, and service component levels that grew out of this remains relevant for open 

debate because after those clear limited engagement operational successes when 

applied to larger or more complex conflicts it may not have produced the operational or 

strategic results this act intended. Secondly, the chain of command from the President, 
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SECDEF, to combatant commanders enabled the operational and warfighting 

command’s ability to fight the joint fight bringing DoD capabilities to bear but it also 

exacerbated the problem of endless battles for resources, prioritization, and 

requirements levied against a finite fighting force that is routinely committed to 

operationally supporting multiple combatant commands, war plans, and requirements in 

peace and contingency situations. That challenge existed before GWN amongst the 

theater commanders but both Congress and the chain of command expanded this 

problem by increasing the power of the combatant commands where one is theoretically 

equal to another and all wear four stars in joint commands. Even though each 

combatant command is resourced differently based on operational needs the 

prioritization of these resources has fluctuated over time. Before 1986 the SECDEF was 

the principal referee between the Services and combatant commands because the 

CJCS did not have primacy over the JCS, and his role was weaker. Even with 

strengthened roles the SECDEF and CJCS have been challenged to balance and 

referee the competing priorities of resourcing the recent fights (such as countering the 

Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and Violent Extremist Organizations (VEOs), 

posturing for near peer fights (China/Russia), addressing dangerous regional threats 

(North Korea and Iran), and investing in capabilities for future fights against these 

threats and potentially others.  Moreover, the forces used by combatant commands in 

contingency operations and war fighting also have Service and peacetime chains of 

command and components creating multiple commanders and staffs that both enhance 

and detract to varying degrees from effectiveness and efficiency.  
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Removing the JCS, from operational and warfighting responsibilities into Title 10-

man, train, and equip roles enabled the rise in powers of the combatant commanders 

but also ensured Service parochial interests and budget battles would remain in 

constant friction with operational and wartime requirements.  The reasons for that 

include the fact that combatant commanders are responsible for regional, global, or 

functional war fighting and the needs of current contingency and campaign plans.  The 

JCS as Service Chiefs are the force providers for the current requirements, but they are 

also responsible to modernize and create the forces necessary to fight future wars. 

Those two different positions are not inherently mutually supporting so they end up 

being integrated and synchronized by the CJCS and SECDEF with the CJCS trying to 

frame and scope the decisions and SECDEF being the one ultimately responsible for 

the DoD decisions.  This also creates friction between the Joint Staff and OSD who both 

have integral roles in informing those recommendations and decisions. To be clear, this 

was worse before GWN and the split of warfighting and man, train, and equip roles from 

operational warfighting commands because the JCS interfered and imposed their 

preferred solutions on the warfighting commands.  

Although the JCS command nothing and have no command authority they have 

outsized power over who gets hired, fired, and promoted (especially at the general and 

flag officer ranks), what units get supported or not, how units are structured, and they 

impose their doctrinal and preferred fighting preferences. The primary role of the 

Service Secretaries is also in managing budgets and shaping the force and who gets 

hired, fired, and promoted.  
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The power of the CJCS comes from the GWN Act and 10 U.S. Code § 153 which 

outlines the functions of the Chairman which is now much greater than before GWN. 

This includes assisting the President and the SECDEF in providing for the strategic 

direction of the armed forces; strategic and contingency planning; global military 

integration; comprehensive joint readiness; joint capability development; joint force 

development activities; preparing a National Military Strategy (NMS); and preparing the 

Chairman’s Risk Assessment (CRA). The CJCS is required to submit the NMS and 

CRA to Congress and submit an annual report on combatant command requirements.57 

This gives the CJCS tremendous power in the military system, but it also involves 

extensive management and oversight responsibilities.  

The SECDEF and CJCS end up caught in the endless cycle of managing and 

mitigating, balancing priorities that everyone else doesn’t necessarily agree with or 

adhere to. The GWN Act, like the institutional reforms before and after, solved some 

problems and created others. Every reform up to this point grew the defense apparatus, 

but it did not necessarily make it more effective. The two case studies that highlight this 

are the Global War on Terror (GWOT) including the Afghanistan war, Operation 

Enduring Freedom, and the second Iraq War, Operation Iraqi Freedom. Both were 

fought under multiple administrations and multiple SECDEFs and CJCS and they 

highlight the challenges associated with having the military participate in long wars with 

changing objectives, resources, and end states.     

 

 
57 https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/10/153 
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National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) Adjustments 

Every NDAA makes some tweaks to defense organizations including authorizing 

structures, manning, and funding for the DoD and Services. Notable adjustments since 

GWN was enacted include provisions during the Clinton Administration in the FY 1994 

and FY 1995 NDAA that added Undersecretaries of Defense (USDs) for Personnel and 

Readiness and USD Comptroller respectively.58 Under the George W. Bush and Obama 

Administrations ASDs for Homeland Defense and the USD for Intelligence (now 

Intelligence & Security) were added. These were done to reflect the increasing need to 

protect the homeland and to have a powerful defense intelligence official as part of the 

Intelligence Community (IC) to further enhance interagency integration and increased 

funding in the post 9/11 environment. 

Arguably, in most recent memory the FY 2017, FY 2019, and FY 2021 NDAAs 

enacted under the Trump Administration contained significant structural changes that 

again increased the number of organizations, senior staff positions, and accompanying 

tail of supporting personnel staff.  The major organization changes to the DoD were the 

establishments of the U.S. Space Force (USSF), the Space Development Agency, the 

elevation of U.S. Cyber Command (USCYBERCOM), and the reestablishment and 

elevation of U.S. Space Command to full combatant commands (COCOMS) status. 

Now there are 11 combatant commands. Each of those COCOMs have Service 

components and more headquarters staff.  Some of these decisions were made to 

enhance war fighting capabilities and decision making and others were done to address 

 
58 Punaro, Arnold L. The Ever-Shrinking Fighting Force, 2021, 120.  
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shortcomings in the bureaucracy with a focus on future investments. They do provide 

the SECDEF and CJCS additional tools to provide options to the President and the 

NSC. 

DOD and OSD As an Evolving Entity 

As of FY 2021 the senior management within the OSD consists of the SECDEF, 

DSD, six USDs, six Deputy Undersecretaries of Defense (DUSDs), 15 ASDs, General 

Council (GC) OSD, Chief Information Officer (CIO) DoD, Inspector General (IG) DoD, 

Director Cost Assessment and Program Evaluation (CAPE), Director Operational Test 

and Evaluation (DOT&E), three Deputy Directors for Research & Engineering 

(DDR&Es), two Deputy Comptrollers, a Deputy Chief Financial Officer, three Deputy 

Directors for Intelligence (DDIs), 12 Principal Deputy Assistant Secretaries of Defense 

(PDASDs), 48 Deputy Assistant Secretaries of Defense (DASDs), and 250 senior 

executive service personnel (SES).59 There are also multiple military and General 

Officer billets in OSD. Of note, this is only in the OSD headquarters and does not 

include the Defense Agencies, the Services, or the combatant commands.  

 The DoD also has three major military departments: Army, Navy, Air Force and 

five Services (Army, Navy, Marines, Air Force, and Space Force), 11 combatant 

commands, 28 agencies and field activities, and a myriad of components.60 Each of the 

Services has various components, major commands, and field commands so it is 

expansive, ever changing and evolving, and there is not an organizational chart large 

enough to depict all of them. Notably one of the first things SECDEF Cheney did when 

 
59 Punaro, Arnold L. The Ever-Shrinking Fighting Force, 2021, 122.  
60 https://www.defense.gov/About/Office-of-the-Secretary-of-Defense/ 
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he became the SECDEF was that he asked to see a DoD organizational chart. When he 

received it, he unrolled it, watched it fall off both sides of the Pershing desk he 

inhabited, rolled it up and never looked at it again. He decided then and there that if he 

spent time trying to reorganize the Pentagon, he wouldn’t get anything done.61 SECDEF 

Rumsfeld took a very different approach during his second tenure as SECDEF and 

initially tried to reform the department. SECDEF Gates adjusted where he could during 

multiple ongoing wars. The SECDEF and CJCS are at the respective pinnacles that 

provide guidance and direction to all these organizations but the idea that the SECDEF 

can manage the entire DoD or that the CJCS can lead anything other than his office and 

the Joint Staff is nearly an impossible job.  

All the subordinate organizations within the DoD also apply some form of a Miles’ 

Law approach to leading their organizations. This bureaucratic politics approach 

partially argues that “policy outcomes result from a game of bargaining among a small, 

highly placed group of governmental actors. These actors come to the game with 

varying preferences, abilities, and positions of power. Participants choose strategies 

and policy goals based on different ideas of what outcomes will best serve their 

organizational and personal interests. Bargaining then proceeds through a pluralist 

process of give-and-take that reflects the prevailing rules of the game as well as power 

relations among the participants. Because this process is neither dominated by one 

individual nor likely to privilege expert or rational decisions, it may result in suboptimal 

outcomes that fail to fulfill the objectives of any of the individual participants.”62  While  

 
61 Cheney, Dick and Liz Cheney. In My Time: A Personal and Political Memoir. United Kingdom: Threshold Editions, 
2011, 160. 
62 https://www.britannica.com/topic/bureaucratic-politics-approach#ref1181380  
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critics of Miles” Law may state it as oversimplistic one would be hard pressed to find the 

DoD writ large or any of the Services or agencies willingly or voluntarily giving up 

assets, resources, and personnel for the good of the overall military or the nation.  

No SECDEF, CJCS, member of the JCS, Service Secretary, or combatant 

commander wants to be the one who cuts the force (military and civilian), benefits, 

capability, or capacity.  Dr. John Hamre, former DSD, said it well. “Everyone below the 

Secretary/Deputy Secretary is trying to win their argument. The constant modality of 

interaction is intimidation. Everyone is trying to intimidate everyone else to win. But you 

just must manage that process.”63  

The laws discussed here highlighted the structural boundaries that the SECDEF 

and CJCS and their respective staffs have had in managing internal and external 

requirements for the department and its war fighting organizations over time.  These 

laws enabled the SECDEF and CJCS to gain a prominent role in use of force decisions 

and wartime decision making and enabled the creation of the joint force and its ability to 

bring all the Services capabilities into fighting conflicts. However, it also grew the DoD 

and military bureaucracy and added to the SECDEF’s span of control and CJCS’s 

responsibilities. The next chapter highlights the civ-mil and other external challenges for 

the SECDEF and CJCS in effectively advising the President and facilitating successful 

military and foreign policy and directly challenges their skills as strategists, politicians, 

managers, and diplomats.  

  

 
63 Email exchange with Dr. John Hamre, former Deputy Secretary of defense and currently President and CEO of 
the Center for Strategic and International Studies, October 10, 2021. 
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Chapter 4: The Civil-Military Relationship and Its Challenges  

How do politics and civ-mil relationships outside the SECDEF and CJCS 

relationship impact the effectiveness and efficiency of the DoD and its leader’s ability to 

provide best advice to national decision makers?  The preceding chapter outlined how 

the DoD arrived at its current structure, but it did not go into detail how the civ-mil 

relationships work more broadly with the President, the Congress, and within the DoD in 

any depth. The President is a political elected chief executive and the top civilian 

officials in the DoD are all political appointees, but the Congress is also an important 

entity that does more than just write laws and enable the DoD and military to spend 

money.  Miles’ Law applies to them as well because as elected officials they have 

multiple constituencies to support including the people they were elected to represent 

and the political party they are affiliated with. Those competing priorities require the 

national security considerations of the U.S to compete and contend with domestic, 

economic, and political considerations that results in significant amounts of the 

taxpayer’s money that is allocated for the DoD not capable of being spent efficiently, or 

solely with effectiveness in mind.  

The research also indicated that civ-mil scholars Brooks, Golby, and Urben’s 

concerns are more correct than not and that there are challenges with the civ-mil 

relationship that has gotten out of balance over time and recent wars. They state that 

“Presidents worry about military opposition to their policies and must reckon with an 

institution that selectively implements executive guidance. Too often, unelected military 

leaders limit or engineer civilians’ options so that generals can run wars as they see 
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fit.”64 They go on to argue that civilian control is not binary but is rather measured in 

degrees.  More on this argument and the nuanced counterarguments and debate from 

Kori Schake and Peter Feaver that followed their original writings in Foreign Affairs is 

covered in this chapter which illustrates that although there have always been debates, 

several other issues have exacerbated the concerns more recently.65   

Congress and the DoD: Inefficient by Design, Ineffective by Choice 

“Congress has authority without responsibility.” 
      - Robert M. Gates66 
 

A representative democracy system was inefficient by design when it was set up 

to ensure that checks and balances were maintained and that a diverse number of 

stakeholders were able to consider and make decisions that benefitted those who 

elected them but more broadly, the interests of the nation overall.  No elected official of 

either political party or President wants to be seen as weak on defense, not supporting 

the military or veterans, and this results in the inability to realistically make fundamental 

changes to the structure of the DoD or the military industrial complex, making it 

challenging to make hard choices with respect to priorities and decisions that impact 

war fighting capability and capacity.  When the prioritization of threats, capabilities, and 

warfighting concepts does occur, it is difficult to achieve irreversible momentum 

because of election cycles, political polarization, and the revolving door of senior 

 
64 Brooks, Risa, Jim Golby, and Heidi Urben. “Crisis of Command America’s Broken Civil-Military Relationship 
Imperils National Security,” 2021. 
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Civil-Military Relations in Crisis?” Foreign Affairs September/October 2021: 230-238. 
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66 Gates, Robert M. Interview by Aaron David Miller, April 13, 2022, Carnegie Endowment for Peace. 
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officials, both civilian and military. Success requires setting clear priorities, adaptability, 

and flexibility, but also strong leadership from the SECDEF and CJCS and concurrence 

from the Congress, the NSC, and the President.  The SECDEF and CJCS’s ability to 

communicate the risks and advantages of their strategy and priorities and advocate for 

them in a respectful and professional manner enables healthy civ-mil relationships. 

While that is important in peace it is a necessity to successfully prosecute wars and 

conflicts and the three case studies in this study highlight how difficult this was in both 

limited and more extensive, long conflicts with changing goals and objectives. 

The current construct of the DoD, the Congress, and the Executive Branch and 

how money is budgeted was discussed in the previous chapter and this system is 

inefficient and contributes to ineffectiveness. Congress controls the nation’s purse 

strings and members have a big microphone, but they are not accountable for results 

impacting the nation. The President and SECDEF maintain authority, responsibility, and 

are accountable as the Commander in Chief and chain of command which makes how 

the DoD is funded and operates a paradox. Given the responsibilities the DoD has it 

would be a logical thought process to look for results and accountability out of the 

funding it receives but the military manages expenditures and not results, especially in 

peacetime. Congress authorizes a budget for the DoD and the military, and there is 

pressure to spend all that money by the end of each fiscal year to justify the same 

amount of money plus additional funds for the next year. This results in suboptimal 

spending on some of the wrong things and perpetuates a cycle of requiring never-

ending increases as stated requirements. Instead, it should focus on what both former 

SECDEF Mattis and former Acting SECDEF and DSD Shanahan voiced which was to 
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“promote a culture of performance where results and accountability matter on every 

expenditure.”67 That has not happened yet though there are study efforts ongoing that 

are looking into ways to modernize and improve this system.  

The below chart prepared by the Peter G. Peterson Foundation and published in 

Bloomberg News outlines just how much the U.S. DoD spends in comparison to other 

nations.68  

 

This is not the only metric for consideration when determining value or effectiveness but 

there currently is not an agreed-on set of metrics for return on investment.  A valid 

argument is that our military capability by its strength is a deterrent that keeps America 

safe and protects our national security interests and the reason we continue to build the 

best military in the world is, so we don’t have to use it.  It is also inherently difficult to 

 
67 Snodgrass, Guy M., Holding the Line: Inside Trump's Pentagon with Secretary Mattis. United States: Sentinel, 
2019, 206. 
68 https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2021-12-27/pentagon-budget-military-spending-is-getting-out-
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measure how the absence of a major foreign attack on the U.S. homeland can be used 

as a measure of effectiveness but there have been great improvements since the 

September 11, 2001, attacks across the U.S. government and this includes large parts 

of the DoD. Unfortunately, no one in government has figured out the best way to break 

this paradigm of increasingly costly defense expenditures that continues to increase at a 

potentially unsustainable pace and adds to the nation’s increasing debt at an alarming 

rate. The ongoing Russian invasion of Ukraine will only add to and reinforce this 

paradigm unless adjustments are made in how defense funds are appropriated, 

budgeted, and spent.  

 Here are some critical facts about the DoD that fall under the SECDEF and 

CJCS’ purview and leadership span of control. This is larger than some nations 

populations and their Gross Domestic Product (GDP). There are nearly 10 million 

people under the DoD umbrella, and this includes 1.34 million active-duty military 

personnel, 800,000 members of the National Guard and Reserve Component, 751,000 

government civilian employees, and 750,000 civilian contractors paid by the DoD but 

that are not federal employees. There are also 2.3 million retirees and their survivors 

who receive $59 billion in pay and benefits every year plus service member families 

who also receive housing, education, childcare, and health care.  The DoD operates 

over a half a million facilities at 5,000 sites and employs 34 percent of the civilian 

employees in the federal government. The DoD’s capital stock exceeds over 13,000 

aircraft, nearly 300 naval vessels, and over 250,000 vehicles. Moreover, the DoD is the 

single largest consumer of energy on the planet and uses approximately 12 million 
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gallons of fuel a day.69  Unfortunately not all of that directly contributes to military 

readiness or effectiveness in the current fights or potential future fights as it is currently 

constructed.   

This may require additional analysis to determine if the current state of the DoD 

is adequate to meet future needs or it can be adjusted in new and creative ways to 

ensure that people are taken care of while simultaneously using taxpayer funds to 

greater efficiency and effectiveness.  The government has already made the 

investments in people and equipment but looking at moving assets to other agencies 

and recapitalizing or selling equipment to partners and allies to a greater extent are 

some options that could help.  

 In 1973 the United States eliminated the draft and went to the All-Volunteer 

Force (AVF). This is the “greatest fighting force” according to every senior leader 

interviewed for this study but it is also clearly costly. How the force was structured also 

adds to the complexity. The National Guard and Reserve components are force 

multipliers but costly to maintain and were used extensively as an operational rotational 

force during the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.  Arguably getting these units ready and 

deployed added to the complexity because their effectiveness as an operational force 

was mixed at best. These facts directly impact military use of force options for the 

SECDEF and CJCS in advising the President and have political impacts as well across 

different states. Moreover, using the National Guard at the direction of their respective 

State governors, for crisis response within the U.S. such as responding to protests and 
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riots in cities; responding to the covid pandemic, flooding, tornados; or responding to 

insurrections like the January 6, 2021, assault on the U.S Capitol are complex at the 

tactical, operational, legal, and political levels.  The DoD was not originally intended to 

be a primary resource for domestic law enforcement and humanitarian responses, 

though the National Guard has always had dual roles and missions supporting both the 

nation and its respective state. More recently though it has frequently been called on to 

do so because of limited law enforcement, health, or emergency management capability 

and capacity in national, state, and local agencies.   

 To illustrate the complexity involved in managing those types of situations 

several scholars make interesting and compelling arguments that highlight why the DoD 

is less effective internally now than it should be. This is both a cultural and structural 

issue. Inside the Pentagon, Zachary Brown and Kathleen McInnis argue that the DoD 

“remains rigidly hierarchical, in contrast to modern organizations that have long 

embraced flatter organizational structures, that facilitates faster – and often better, 

decisions. It remains obsessed with protocol, where modern organizations have 

become not only more casual but more diverse, inclusive, and dynamic- all of which 

facilitates creativity instead of dampening it. It remains burdened by the strict adherence 

to slow, sequential, processes, while more contemporary workplaces have learned that 

parallel, simultaneous, and asynchronous methods dramatically speed their delivery of 

value.”70 Their bottom line is that while there can be a debate on whether the nature of 

 
70 Brown, Zachary Tyson and Kathleen J. McInnis. “The Pentagon’s Office Culture Is Stuck in 1968 The U.S. national 
security bureaucracy needs a severe upgrade.” Foreign Policy, October 25, 2021. 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/10/25/pentagon-office-culture-stuck-modernize-
workforce/?tpcc=recirc_trending062921 
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war is changing, the nature of work has, and the DoD bureaucracy is falling further 

behind every day. They are correct that the current system was designed for an era 

marked by slower change and that centralized management of large bureaucracies by 

individual leaders was more feasible. The system was not designed for our current era 

that is “characterized by relentless and accelerating technological progress, growing 

uncertainty, and the intersection of a host of proliferating global risks.”71 They conclude 

that until the DoD can recruit and retain top talent and changes its organizational culture 

to ensure great ideas get to decision makers the U.S. will muddle through challenges 

and that this isn’t good enough. The idea that the SECDEF and the CJCS, can 

adequately address all these complex issues, especially involving complicated foreign, 

and more recently domestic use of force decisions, and fully integrate them to advise 

the President and the NSC on their optimal and effective use is an increasing challenge 

even though they both have large staffs to assist them.    

 All the people interviewed for this study indicated that the Congress was a major 

impediment to maintaining effectiveness and a ready fighting force. Senior civilian and 

military leaders noted that “Congress is a vital part of the civ-mil equation, and they take 

their oversight role seriously.”  However, “parochial interests create inefficiencies that 

hinder effectiveness when it requires the department to maintain legacy equipment no 

longer relevant to the current and future fights.”  Congress does this to protect jobs in 

their states and districts which is good for their electorate but not necessarily the best 

course of action for operational national security needs. Additionally, although Congress 

can pass the NDAA every year their “inability to pass appropriations and a budget on 

 
71 Ibid. 
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time often requiring multiple continuing resolutions (CR) is the single most harmful 

wound to the DoD.”  “It creates serious waste and delays the ability to provide trained 

and ready forces.” “It hampers military and civilian morale because of the uncertainty of 

funding for payroll, educational benefits, and quality of life programs.” 

The DoD is finally free of the Budget Control Act (BCA) of 2011, but it did 

considerable damage to the department when it was enacted during sequestration in 

2013, and the government shut down. As the Congressional Research Service reported 

“the Budget Control Act of 2011 (BCA, P. L. 112-25) established legal limits on the 

amount of discretionary spending that could be provided each fiscal year.  Under the 

BCA, for each fiscal year, two separate spending limits have been in effect: one for 

defense discretionary spending and one for nondefense discretionary spending. To 

enforce the spending limits, the law required that if discretionary appropriations are 

enacted that exceed a statutory limit for a fiscal year, an automatic process, referred to 

as sequestration, triggered to eliminate the excess spending. Under the law, the 

discretionary spending limits were in effect through FY 2021.”72 That expired and is no 

longer in effect with Fiscal Year 2022 being the first year in a decade where 

discretionary spending levels aren’t fixed by the BCA but the damage to readiness and 

modernization this caused when it was enacted cannot be undone. 

Current spending bills are overdue, and the top officers of the Army, Navy, Air 

Force, Marine Corps, and Space Force continue to deliver dire warnings about the 

budgetary chaos caused by these continuing resolutions as stopgap spending 
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measures that maintain funding at the level of the prior year and ban new programs 

from starting.73 This adds to long term expenses, introduces unnecessary uncertainty, 

and is dysfunctional.  For FYs 1998 through 2022, 126 CRs were enacted.74 In addition 

to the Service Chiefs, the SECDEF, CJCS, the combatant commanders, the senior 

leaders of the DoD, and the rest of the Executive Branch echo this issue because it 

affects the entire government and domestic spending as well, but nothing has 

substantively changed yet and the Congress is slow to act on anything requiring 

themselves to reform due to politics and polarization. This directly impacts the SECDEF, 

CJCS, the Services, and combatant command’s ability to provide trained and ready 

forces to respond to contingency requirements and decreases their ability to effectively 

provide military options to advise the President and NSC when they are needed to 

respond to crisis or shape the operating environment in support of national security and 

foreign policy objectives.   

The paradox of Congress is that they are vital and necessary as a branch of 

government but incapable of efficiently and effectively performing part of their core 

functions, even during wartime. This is partly because of an antiquated committee 

structure and the rules for how they operate but there has not been a willingness to 

make the necessary adjustments to this structure or how they operate internally. The 

committee structures in both houses of Congress that separate the key national security 

functions of defense, intelligence, diplomacy, and homeland defense into stove piped 

 
73 Gould, Joe. “Stopgap spending bills undermine the military, Pentagon officials and trade groups warn,” January 
12, 2022. https://www.defensenews.com/congress/2022/01/12/stopgap-spending-bills-undermine-the-military-
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committees requires significant reform that link and integrate some of these key 

functions which would allow other departments of government to receive adequate 

funding and better align resources and missions. Senior leaders in the DoD past and 

present clearly echoed many of these thoughts but former SECDEF Robert Gates 

probably summed it up the best in the quote below when discussing Congress.  

“I prepared five budgets as Secretary. Not once in the four and a half years that I 
was Secretary was there an appropriations bill signed by the beginning of the 
fiscal year, not once. Twice we ended up on continuing resolutions for an entire 
year. War funding often was dribbled out to us two and three months at a time, 
so these guys who were yelling about efficiency and waste and mismanagement 
and so on at the Pentagon are making it virtually impossible to run the place 
efficiently, because I don’t know whether I’m going to get the money in time to 
pay the bills. They always treated me well. I have no complaints. Literally out of 
the whole Congress maybe two people gave me a hard time. But the way they 
treated my subordinates and the way I saw them treat others I found most 
reprehensible. One should expect sharp questioning and tough questioning, but 
their bullying, hectoring, insulting, demeaning, kangaroo-court environment, the 
personal attacks I thought were just beyond the pale. I was just enraged by the 
way they treated people, and particularly once the little red light on the TV 
camera went on. As far as I was concerned, they were not only rude, nasty, and 
stupid, they were incompetent at a fundamental constitutional responsibility, 
which was appropriating money. Other than that, mark me down as 
ambiguous.”75 

  

Members of Congress and committee Professional Staff Members (PSMs) past 

and present articulated it differently. They viewed the constant interactions with the 

DoD, the Services, and combatant commands as both necessary and helpful to their 

initiatives but also often placing them in “strait jackets trying to bind us into decisions 

because they know they can. They know none of us can be perceived as being soft on 

 
75 Gates, Robert. “GEORGE W. BUSH ORAL HISTORY PROJECT FINAL EDITED TRANSCRIPT INTERVIEW WITH ROBERT 
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defense or not supporting the troops.”  Moreover, it is “nearly impossible to maintain 

oversight with our small staffs, limited amounts of security cleared personnel, and DoD’s 

penchant for delivering massive staff products that are not verified or independently 

checked.”  The Congressional Research Service (CRS) and Government Accountability 

Office (GAO) do a good job of reporting and verifying information, but they do not have 

the extensive staff to investigate everything that may require additional independent 

study or oversight.  Moreover, this process lags and is not responsive to rapid changes. 

Other Hill members decried the difficulty in maintaining oversight because even 

when they do pass mandatory reporting requirements it is hard to hold the DoD 

accountable. “The DoD cannot pass an audit and there are no independent 

mechanisms available that would force them to.”  When Congress does set up 

commissions such as the one that analyzed the 2018 National Defense Strategy, there 

are no structured means or methods of follow up to ensure the DoD adheres to its 

recommendations. Withholding funding is problematic and counterproductive in most 

cases and passing additional laws that often get ignored or only partially implemented is 

time consuming and difficult. Furthermore, with few exceptions, Congressional inquiries 

to the DoD, services, or combatant commands, result in “boiler plate obfuscation of 

facts and lacking clear concise answers.” According to a senior defense policy maker 

with Congressional experience, “There is no accountability or transparency, and each 

side leaks their respective letters and information to the media for political gain.”  There 

is also an “incredible amount of waste and inefficiency in the DoD but no mechanism to 

actually reduce it or enforce it.” Another experienced member of Congress decried that 

“Every time legislation is enacted that aims at reducing the size of headquarters, 
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general and flag officers, or other smart management mechanisms, the DoD slow rolls 

or adds additional personnel and bureaucracy needed to manage and enforce it. It’s an 

endless self-licking ice cream cone.”76  All sides of this argument have valid points, but 

there has not been agreement on how to compromise to address some of these 

challenges and solve these problems.   

Another issue is that the Senate does not confirm the DoD’s civilian nominees to 

senior leader positions in a timely manner and this weakens the department (they don’t 

confirm other departments and agencies any faster either). That can lead to reinforcing 

the negative behavior the Congress decries and enables continued inefficient and 

ineffective practices within the DoD. Placing holds and vetting general/flag officer 

nominations are also tools that the Senate can and occasionally does use to compel 

information but ultimately nominees are usually confirmed with or without public 

spectacle. Occasionally nominees are pulled which then leads to additional delays with 

finding other candidates who are available for vetting and confirmation.  

While it is also important that Congress hears from both senior military and 

civilian officials alike on critical issues in posture and budget hearings, these open and 

closed hearings, have become annual theatrical events where no substantive decisions 

are made quickly.  All these factors reduce the ability to resource the DoD in a timely 

manner and maintain oversight. That directly impacts the ability of the SECDEF and 

CJCS to maintain an efficient and effective DoD. Moreover, the post GWN Act construct 

that Congress enacted led to annual posture hearings where the Services and 

 
76 All quotes were taken from interviews conducted from August 2022 through January 2022 primarily in 
Washington, DC. 
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combatant command publicly and privately testify and lobby Congress in office calls and 

arguably it does not actually lead to military effectiveness. Although intended to educate 

and inform the Congress, and to a lesser extent the American public with open 

hearings, it also contributes to a lack of real prioritization and hard choices where 

tradeoffs are not debated.  

Is There a Civ-Mil Crisis? 

The first chapters of this study mentioned that there is considerable debate on 

whether there is currently a civ-mil crisis and if so, to what extent.  If there is one, it 

would directly impact the SECDEF and CJCS’ ability to effectively advise the President 

and NSC on facilitating successful use of force decisions and U.S. military and foreign 

policy. Scholars Peter Feaver and Richard Kohn both succinctly explain the 

fundamentals of the civ-mil relationship that underscore the challenges. It is important to 

understand that there are two broad sets of reference. “The first is civil-military 

interactions in making policy and executing strategy at the senior most levels of 

government. The second is civil-military interactions across societies, from the individual 

and group to military and civilian institutions. And each has a paradox that frames 

relations between the civilian and military spheres in the United States today.”77  In this 

study the focus is on the civ-mil interactions in making policy and executing strategy at 

the senior most levels of government. 

They also articulate that there is no clear division between what is “civilian” and 

what is “military.” The dividing line is where civilians say it is at a point in time and it can 

 
77 Feaver, Peter D., and Richard H. Cohn. “Civil-Military Relations in the United States: What Senior Leaders Need 
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change.78  The crux of the issue at the SECDEF and CJCS level is that the dividing line 

between a decision that civilians think is theirs pertaining to strategy and operations can 

fall into the area that the military believes is theirs. In these cases, military leaders can 

believe that civilians misunderstand or are misplaying their role. This applies to civilians 

involved in the national security policy process who are not in the formal chain of 

command. Faced with civilian oversight from anyone other than the narrow chain of 

command of the President or SECDEF, the military may think or say that they believe in 

civilian control, but “you are the wrong civilian.” Or if the President or SECDEF is part of 

the equation, the military may argue, “You are violating best practice by micromanaging 

us.” It is the President and SECDEF’s prerogative to micromanage if they deem it 

necessary. “Moreover, while it would be inappropriate for any civilian other than those 

two to issue an actual order to the military, it is not inappropriate for other civilians to 

request information for, and visibility into, military matters if the president or secretary of 

defense has tasked them to oversee military affairs. The point stands: service members 

and civilians in the policymaking process often believe they are acting properly while the 

other is falling short in some way, and those beliefs derive from different standards and 

expectations of how relations ought to go in the ideal.”79 That comes through in each of 

the case studies presented in the following chapters especially when it came to advising 

on use of force decisions.  

In scholar-practitioner Mara Karlin’s recent book, The Inheritance, she described 

the current situation with the military as having three different crises: 1. A crisis of 
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confidence; 2. A crisis of caring; and 3. A crisis of meaningful civilian control.80 What 

she describes is well researched and is deeply concerning at a time when difficult and 

important decisions must be made but these represent recent post 9/11 issues and 

ongoing concerns more than a crisis. Although Karlin does not articulate it, I would add 

there is also a concern of character. Karlin also highlights that in the post 9/11 wars 

there is a: dearth of accountability, a widespread personalization of those killed in 

combat, and a culture that faces serious challenges in dealing with micromanagement, 

politization, and ethics.81 Because two out of three SECDEF-CJCS case studies in the 

following chapters involve the post 9/11 wars one of the most salient points she makes 

pertaining to these wars is the following. “A key lesson however is coming into view, the 

lack of disciplined prioritization of interests and objectives resulted in overambitious 

approaches overflowing with resources contributing little to a lasting political victory.”82 

This was a concern echoed by most scholars, policy makers, and senior military officers 

that were interviewed for this study. 

There are exceptional civ-mil scholars in the U.S., and they make substantively 

important arguments in their writings. Significant challenges do exist as scholars 

Brooks, Golby, and Urben also outlined in their Foreign Affairs article, “Crisis of 

Command America’s Broken Civil Military Relationship Imperils National Security.”83  

They argued that “Civilian control is therefore more than whether military leaders openly 

defy orders or want to overthrow the government. It’s about the extent to which political 

 
80 Karlin. Mara E. The Inheritance: America's Military After Two Decades of War. United States: Brookings 
Institution Press, 2022. Apple Books. Chapter 1. 
81 Karlin, Mara E.  The Inheritance, 2022, Chapter 8. 
82 Karlin, Mara E. The Inheritance, 2022, Chapter 10. 
83 The editors at Foreign Affairs added this title to the piece that is a nuanced argument.  
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leaders can realize the goals the American people elected them to accomplish. Here, 

civilian control is not binary; it is measured in degree. Because the military filters 

information that civilians need and implements the orders that civilians give, it can wield 

great influence over civilian decision making. Even if elected officials still get the final 

say, they may have little practical control if generals dictate all the options or slow their 

implementation-as they often do now.”84 They argue that fixing this broken relationship 

is difficult and requires Congress to pursue its oversight role and hold the military 

accountable and requires that the SECDEF hire skilled civilian staffs consisting of 

political appointees and civil servants. Most importantly, they believe it requires an 

“attentive public willing to hold both civilian leaders to account.”  They cite key examples 

in their argument and conclude that “Bringing the military back down to earth and a bit 

closer to the society it serves would help politicians in their effort to scrutinize military 

affairs and encourage Americans to see accountability as a healthy practice in a 

democratic society.”85 That will remain a challenge in a polarized political environment 

where dysfunction exists that makes executing basic government functions increasingly 

difficult. Their argument is on display is the case studies and examples in this study. 

Other scholars like Kori Schake and Peter Feaver counter in their Foreign Affairs 

article “Masters and Commanders, Are Civil-Military Relations in Crisis?” that the 

process is working as intended, includes inherent friction, but it is a durable relationship 

with some challenges and serious concerns. The research included in this study 

indicates that they and others all have valid points and what matters is the argument 
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and debate, which adds value and could enable better decisions in civ-mil relationships. 

Scholars, senior policy officials, and SECDEFs also believed it was important to have a 

strong Undersecretary of Defense for Policy (USD(P)) because a good one was 

essential to having the full trust and confidence of the SECDEF and to serve as a vital 

partner to the senior military leaders including the CJCS, VCJCS, and combatant 

commanders. Both Secretary Gates and Secretary Panetta highlighted this in interviews 

and specifically pointed out that former USD(P)s Eric Edelman and Michele Flournoy 

were particularly adept at establishing productive relationships with the White House, 

the Joint Staff, and combatant commands. These relationships were essential to 

building trust and confidence.86 Conversely when there is a perceived weaker USD(P) 

and policy team it enables the Joint Staff and the military to have more influence 

creating a civ-mil imbalance that reduces effective decision making.  

In the research for this study the senior people interviewed indicated there was 

wide debate on the idea of information asymmetry. Senior military personnel know that 

they often have an advantage because the information needed to make decisions, 

especially at the tactical and operational level, is their purview but also because of the 

chain of command running from the SECDEF and President. Even when well-

intentioned, some thought the military used the chain of command to their advantage 

which resulted in routinely excluding some senior civilians in OSD at the USD, ASD, 

and below levels. One scholar disagreed with this because ultimately the SECDEF has 

the authority and control to balance this equation. In practice however, that is 

 
86 Interview with Robert M. Gates, Former Secretary of Defense, currently RGHM LLC, January 12, 2022, via video.  
Interview with Leon Panetta, Leon, Former Secretary of Defense, currently Panetta Institute. January 6, 2022, via 
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unrealistic. Colin Powell said it best when he said, “I would say that no secretary of 

defense could possibly know what’s going on with these 30-year relationships between 

military officers in an entirely different subterranean system-a world of back channels.”87  

This holds true down the chain of command in military staffs and commands as well, so 

the political appointees are routinely not as networked into the information flow from the 

military.  

Conversely, it works the other way according to some senior officials interviewed 

where the “senior military is not necessarily understanding political leaders’ intent and 

don’t always understand their relationships either.” Information asymmetry was routinely 

cited as an issue in several administrations but especially the Trump Administration with 

many key civilian posts held by Acting civilian personnel and high political appointee 

and career civilian turnover. Everyone interviewed for this study indicated that the 

Trump Administration was unique and not necessarily indicative of the overall state of 

civ-mil affairs, but the majority felt the turbulence and different practices the Trump 

Administration adhered to was concerning, something to pay attention to, and avoid in 

the future.  

One thing the preponderance of the literature and interviews outlined is that the 

military remains well respected and powerful and that civilian politicians in the executive 

branch and Congress are conversely weaker and far less respected creating an 

imbalance. Most agree that the way to address the imbalance is to make the civilian 

part of the equation, especially inside the DoD, stronger and not necessarily make the 
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military weaker. This can be done as Feaver suggests by educating political appointees 

at the top of the interagency process, providing professional development to civil 

servants, and making those who work in the legislative branch aware of what levels of 

civilian oversight of military policy occurs.88 What nearly all of them can agree on though 

is that the civilian side of the civ-mil relationship will determine the health of the republic, 

that the U.S. can do better, and that “Americans should demand as much-from society, 

from their elected leaders, and from the military.”89  All these issues directly impact the  

SECDEF and CJCS in advising the President and NSC and their decision making, 

especially when it comes to military use of force decisions. 

Retired General/Flag Officers Serving as the SECDEF and Mission Creep 

As of this study, two out of the last three Senate confirmed (excluding Acting) 

SECDEFs nominated by Presidents of both political parties were retired military four-

star generals and former U.S. Central Command (USCENTCOM) Commanders.90 

President Trump’s first SECDEF, James N. Mattis was a recently retired Marine Corps 

general and President Biden’s current SECDEF is another recently retired four-star, 

former Army general Lloyd Austin. Both required waivers from Congress to serve in the 

position and both times Congress put up little argument or opposition, albeit for different 

reasons, and they were easily confirmed.  

 
88 Schake, Kori; Peter D. Feaver; Risa Brooks, Jim Golby, and Heidi Urben. 2021. “Masters and Commanders Are 
Civil-Military Relations in Crisis?” Foreign Affairs September/October 2021: 230-238. 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-08-24/masters-and-commanders 
89 Ibid. 
90 Secretary Mark Esper was also a retired Army Reserve Colonel but did not require a waiver.  
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Nearly all but a few of the former and current senior DoD officials felt that having 

a former four star general or admiral serve as the SECDEF was problematic. Some 

referred to it as “a big mistake” because “you really cannot change how you look at 

things, it is all about perspective.” Moreover, the consensus here was that what we 

need is “a SECDEF who understands Washington and that it (Washington) is its own 

distinct type of battlespace, and they (former generals) don’t understand how the totality 

of the politics work.” Others echoed that they also “don’t understand the press and that 

senior military officers are thin skinned.”   

Several currently serving civilians did acknowledge that it is “too soon to tell with 

SECDEF Austin “because he is quiet and really a cypher, but he clearly established a 

trusted relationship with the President which does bode well.” Most journalists 

interviewed echoed the same issues and that current senior military are wary of 

criticism. The scholars roughly indicated that in theory it is not good to have retired four 

stars serve as SECDEF. A couple however believed that SECDEF Mattis was effective 

in advising President Trump and therefore may be considered as a good SECDEF. 

Secretary Mark Esper was also a retired Army Reserve Colonel but did not require a 

waiver. The fact that he was only a colonel did however make for interesting dynamics 

with the JCS and combatant commanders. Arguably based on news reports and several 

interviews, he was not effective in handling his relationship with President Trump, but 

some thought he was able to “put in place a good process for some management 

functions in the Pentagon” but “was completely outmaneuvered on all senior military 

personnel actions regardless of what was publicly portrayed.”  Notably, those 

interviewed predominantly thought that although both the SECDEFs and CJCS in the 
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Trump Administration kept the “wheels from falling off” their effectiveness in advising the 

President and NSC on use of force decisions and facilitating successful U.S. military 

and foreign policy was at best “marginally effective.” The highlight of SECDEF 

Mattis/CJCS Dunford tenure was the 2018 National Defense Strategy.  The low point for 

the SECDEF Austin/CJCS Milley tenure so far is the chaotic and tragic withdrawal from 

Afghanistan. It is too soon to measure their impactful accomplishments. 

The other issue that was mentioned earlier pertaining to roles and mission for the 

military and the DoD here are really spelled out by scholar and former DoD official Rosa 

Brooks, in her 2016 book, How Everything Became War and the Military Became 

Everything Tales from the Pentagon. Brooks argues that the military has become a one 

stop shopping solution to global problems such as cyber operations, detainee 

operations, managing Ebola isolation wards, patrolling the seas for pirates, training 

police and judges in other countries, and a range of other typically civilian activities.91 

The last part of the Bush 43 Administration and all the administrations that followed 

continue to confront these realities. This is mission creep for the military, and it keeps 

expanding. Since Brooks’ book was written the U.S. military added even more missions 

which now includes pandemic response, emergency response to violent protests in U.S. 

cities, election security, and battling extremist ideologies in the U.S. There are 

collapsing barriers between war and peace that threaten the U.S. and the global world 

order that far exceed what the DoD, SECDEF, CJCS, and military can provide.  

 
91 Brooks, Rosa. How Everything Became War and the Military Became Everything: Tales from the Pentagon. United 
Kingdom: Simon & Schuster, 2016, 305-328. 
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The result of the research completed for this study indicates that civ-mil debates 

are healthy, and that the inherent friction designed in the system still works but there are 

some issues that require careful analysis and may require adjustments to culture rather 

than DoD structure to avoid further real or perceived politicization. The next three 

chapters cover the specific case studies and how effective they were in managing the 

civ-mil relationships and how their decisions expanded the roles and responsibilities for 

the military and DoD during their leadership tenures.  They also illustrate how the ideas 

and concepts highlighted in this chapter for the civ-mil relationships that exist with 

Congress and the Executive Branch operated in actual wartime decision making in the 

recent conflicts since the Vietnam War. 
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Chapter 5: The Rise of the Chairman - Cheney and Powell 

 This chapter covers the context surrounding the President George H.W. Bush 

Administration, the administrations’ views on the use of force, how they operated as 

advisors, and their key use of force decisions. For the SECDEF Cheney – CJCS Powell 

era I specifically analyzed the following use of force and wartime decisions for the U.S. 

Invasion of Panama (Operation Just Cause), the first Iraq War (Operation Desert 

Storm), decisions during Desert Storm, the decisions surrounding deploying forces to 

the Balkans, and the initial decision and the deployment of U.S troops to Somalia. 

During their tenure as SECDEF and CJCS, Cheney and Powell also dealt with the end 

of the Cold War, nuclear proliferation issues, and dealt with North Korea and Iran as 

significant and growing threats. The aftermath of the first Iraq War and the decisions not 

to go to Baghdad are also included. They also made important strategic decisions for 

posturing the military with the Base Force and the Defense Planning Guidance (DPG) to 

preserve relevant force structure and capacity and prevent a steep drawdown of 

capability and capacity is also an important issue that they dealt with.  

President George H.W. Bush Administration (41) 

The Bush 41 Administration presided over substantial foreign policy issues and 

largely succeeded in their foreign policy goals.  The administration faced the fall of the 

Iron Curtain/collapse of the Soviet Union, the Chinese crushing demonstrators at 

Tiananmen Square, and the Berlin Wall falling in short order. They also faced German 

reunification and Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait.92 This made for a fulsome amount of foreign 

 
92 Jussi Hanhimaki, Zanchetta, Barbara., Schoenborn, Benedikt. Transatlantic Relations Since 1945: An Introduction. 
United Kingdom: Taylor & Francis, 2012, p 122-123. 
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policy issues at the end of the Cold War. President Bush’s Administration focused on 

establishing a new world order and they used international organizations and institutions 

like the United Nations (UN) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) to do so 

in an understated professional manner that enabled partners and allies to become an 

integral part of the solution. The administration was not a continuation of the Reagan 

Administration however as some people believed it would be and early on the President 

set his own course. 

SECDEF Richard (Dick) Cheney is also known as an accidental Secretary 

because he was only selected after President George H.W. Bush’s first nominee and 

preferred appointee, Senator John Tower, a former Chairman of the SASC, became 

unconfirmable due to personal conduct issues.93 At the time, Mr. Cheney was known as 

a team player with integrity when he previously served in the White House and as a 

congressman. He was not a controversial pick for the job. General Colin Powell also 

was not a controversial pick though as a relatively junior four-star general there were 

questions about his selection for the CJCS position, but no significant pushback. 

General Powell’s reputation was already well known since he served as President 

Reagan’s National Security Advisor (NSA) while still in uniform as a lieutenant general. 

Powell’s path was extremely political. He was the Military Assistant for SECDEF 

Weinberger, where he got to know Frank Carlucci and then Carlucci selected him to be 

his Deputy when Carlucci became the NSA before moving on to succeed Weinberger 

as SECDEF with Powell fleeting up to become the NSA. Cheney and Powell 

complemented each other’s strengths, and both were well regarded and trusted by 

 
93 Stevenson, Charles A, SECDEF, 2006, 135 
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President Bush and his national security team. SECDEF Cheney’s strengths were his 

analytical mind, his political experience and instincts, and his decisiveness. CJCS 

Powell’s strengths were his affability, his own political savvy, his operational and 

wartime experience in Vietnam, and his established relationships within the military.  

SECDEF Cheney was the third Senate confirmed secretary of defense to serve 

in the position after the 1986 GWN Act was enacted, and he was a firm believer in it 

having been a cosponsor in the House when he served as a congressman. His 

predecessors as SECDEF, Secretaries Weinberger, and Carlucci were not enthusiastic 

supporters of GWN. General Powell was the second CJCS to serve in the position after 

GWN was enacted and he too saw it as beneficial where his predecessor, Admiral 

Crowe did not wholeheartedly support it before it was enacted, though he did set the 

groundwork to ensure it was properly postured for success.94  Both SECDEF Cheney 

and CJCS Powell eagerly sought to use the provisions outlined in GWN to their 

advantage and they did.  

Views on the Use of Force 

The overarching views on the use of force during the President Bush 41 

Administration were derived from the Weinberger Doctrine which consisted of six rules 

for the use of military force that were formulated by former SECDEF Caspar Weinberger 

in 1984. They are paraphrased as follows.  

“(1) First, the United States should not commit forces to combat overseas unless 
the particular engagement or occasion is deemed vital to our national interest or 
that of our allies. (2) Second, if we decide it is necessary to put combat troops 

 
94Lowrey, Nathan S. Joint Staff History Office, Office of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, The Chairmanship 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 1949-2016, 2016, 35. 
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into a given situation, we should do so wholeheartedly, and with the clear 
intention of winning. If we are unwilling to commit the forces or resources 
necessary to achieve our objectives, we should not commit them at all. (3) Third, 
if we do decide to commit forces to combat overseas, we should have clearly 
defined political and military objectives. And we should know precisely how our 
forces can accomplish those clearly defined objectives. And we should have and 
send the forces needed to do just that. (4) Fourth, the relationship between our 
objectives and the forces we have committed -- their size, composition and 
disposition -- must be continually reassessed and adjusted if necessary. 
Conditions and objectives invariably change during the course of a conflict. When 
they do change, then so must our combat requirements. We must continuously 
keep as a beacon light before us the basic questions: "is this conflict in our 
national interest?" "Does our national interest require us to fight, to use force of 
arms?" If the answers are "yes", then we must win. If the answers are "no," then 
we should not be in combat. (5) Fifth, before the U.S. commits combat forces 
abroad, there must be some reasonable assurance we will have the support of 
the American people and their elected representatives in Congress. This support 
cannot be achieved unless we are candid in making clear the threats we face; 
the support cannot be sustained without continuing and close consultation. We 
cannot fight a battle with the Congress at home while asking our troops to win a 
war overseas or, as in the case of Vietnam, in effect asking our troops not to win, 
but just to be there. (6) Finally, the commitment of U.S. forces to combat should 
be a last resort.”95 

 

The context of the Weinberger Doctrine was a dispute about the use of force 

between SECDEF Weinberger and Secretary of State George Shultz over the use of 

force in Lebanon 1982-1984. Powell and Shultz clashed later over several issues when 

Powell was the NSA and it is important to understand that to appreciate the differences 

between Cheney and Powell that existed in President Bush’s Administration (41) and 

became more acute in President George W. Bush’s Administration (43).This set of 

guidelines is where the so-called Powell Doctrine came from as Colin Powell, 

Weinberger’s former Military Assistant, himself acknowledged. CJCS Powell did not 

 
95 “The Uses of Military Power,” Remarks prepared for delivery by the Honorable Caspar W. Weinberger, Secretary 
of Defense, to The National Press Club, Washington, D.C., November 28, 1984. 
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/military/force/weinberger.html 
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describe his views as rules however, but rather guidelines that senior leaders should 

consider as part of the decision-making process and he noted that the President 

decides if these are relevant or not depending on the situation and ultimately the military 

executes whatever the President decides.96   

Secretary of Defense Richard B. Cheney and CJCS General Colin L. Powell  

SECDEF Cheney and CJCS Powell were one of the most effective civilian-

military pairs to lead the Pentagon and made the best use of the post GWN authorities 

to shape their operating environment. This led to operational warfighting and 

bureaucratic success during their tenure and postured the DoD to succeed well after 

they were gone. Part of what enabled them to operate effectively was the fact that they 

had a previous relationship characterized by mutual respect and an understanding of 

each other’s strengths.  

SECDEF Cheney was influential in General Powell getting the CJCS job. Here is 

how Mr. Cheney framed it: “So, when the President named me Secretary, that evening, 

the first thing I did was to call Frank and go see Carlucci. We spent two or three hours 

together at his house in McLean, just talking about the Department and so forth. But 

right at the top of my list was what did he think about the idea of General Powell as 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.”97  Not surprisingly, former Secretaries Carlucci and 

Weinberger were supporters of General Powell because they had worked so closely 

 
96 Powell, Colin. It Worked for Me: In Life and Leadership. United States: Harper, 2012. Kindle Edition, Chapter 33.  
97 Cheney, Richard B. “GEORGE H. W. BUSH ORAL HISTORY PROJECT TRANSCRIPT INTERVIEW WITH RICHARD B.  
CHENEY.” Interview by Philip Zelikow, Tarek E. Masoud, and Richard Betts, March 16-17, 2000, Dallas, Texas. 
https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-oral-histories/richard-b-cheney-oral-history, 38. 
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with him over the years, mentored him, and they trusted his judgement, instinct, and 

capabilities.  

This was not a pick without some interesting subtexts though because of General 

Powell’s former role as President Reagan’s National Security Advisor (NSA) while an 

active-duty Army Lieutenant General. After serving as NSA, Lieutenant General Powell 

was promoted to four star general and went back to the Army to serve as the Forces 

Command Commander (FORSCOM), a force provider command that focused on 

keeping Army forces from the active, Reserve, and National Guard trained and ready for 

the warfighting commands. Within the Army it was a major command, an important 

position, and a possible steppingstone to something more substantial, but in and of itself 

was not a considered a job that would lead directly to the CJCS job. The selection was 

therefore not a foregone conclusion but one of the main reasons General Powell was 

selected to serve as CJCS is because he knew how to operate in Washington, DC and 

offer military advice in a deeply political context which was the major strength he 

possessed, something few of his peers could or would even try to do because most of 

them operated in the context of  adhering to the “normal” view of civ-mil relations and 

would not attempt to offer up political context nor did most of them fully understand the 

political environment. General Powell was an anomaly at the time. The other reason he 

was selected is that he had built up strong and enduring professional and personal 

relationships with the civilian members of the new administration. President Bush, 

SECDEF Cheney, and the national security team were very comfortable with him and 

respected him and his ability to function as an integral part of the team.  
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The fact that Mr. Cheney and General Powell were able to serve most of their 

time as SECDEF and CJCS respectively with each other enabled them to grow, adapt, 

and see their initiatives through to some notable successes.  Mr. Cheney served as 

SECDEF for three years and 305 days from March 21,1989 to January 20, 1993, which 

was long enough to be effective for the one term President George H.W, Bush and 

effectively transition to his successor in the President William J. Clinton Administration, 

Mr. Leslie (Les) Aspin.98 General Powell served as CJCS for three years and 364 days 

from October 1, 1989 through September 30, 1993 which enabled him to assist as 

continuity to the new administration while also influencing the choice of his successor 

General John Shalikashvilli.99   

How They Operated 

By all accounts SECDEF Cheney and CJCS Powell met daily when they were 

both in the Pentagon usually at the end of the day with a small group of aides and 

advisors. Mr. Cheney recounted that “Most of the heavy lifting on key decisions would 

get done around the table in my office in the evenings. We’d always try to wrap up the 

day with a session with myself, General Powell, and Don Atwood, the Deputy Secretary 

of Defense who was a former General Motors executive. We’d start with our three 

military assistants with us, usually Dave Addington, who was my special assistant 

civilian. More than frequently, we’d kick all of them out. But that’s where an awful lot of 

the significant decisions got made, among the three of us around that table in the 

afternoons.”100 “I dealt with Colin most of the time, because we deal with each other 

 
98 https://history.defense.gov/Multimedia/Biographies/Article-View/Article/571284/richard-b-cheney/ 
99 Lowrey, Nathan S. The Chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 1949-2016, 2016, 67. 
100 Cheney, Richard. Oral History, 2000, 40. 
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every day, direct line from my phone to his phone. He would be in my office sometimes 

several times a day; it was a very close working relationship.” 101 SECDEF Cheney 

often dealt independently with the Service Chiefs though too and would go to their 

offices to see them and take briefings there. He spent time with each of them one on 

one if they wanted to or if he just wanted to see them.   

CJCS Powell also encouraged direct contact between the JCS and SECDEF and 

did not feel threatened by the SECDEF’s interactions with the Service Chiefs or 

combatant commands because he knew that the military leaders would close the loop 

with him, and he would close the loop with the Secretary. This was because of his long-

developed relationships with his peers and the two-way trust he cultivated with each of 

them. He was an effective advocate and intermediary as well, when necessary, both up 

and down the chain of command. There were clear lines of communication and there 

was trust among them. It is accurate to say that both SECDEF Cheney and CJCS 

Powell were team players with each other, with the President and his senior advisors, 

and with the civilians and military in the Pentagon. To be clear, they did not always 

agree but they did not have issues with vertical code switching (they were comfortable 

working with seniors and subordinates), and they played their respective roles well. 

SECDEF Cheney knew how to wield power and he was decisive though not 

arrogant or condescending. He understood how to work with his former colleagues in 

Congress, he effectively managed internal and external relationships, and held people 

accountable. He was not afraid to fire people and did so without emotion or fanfare. 

 
101 Cheney, Richard. Oral History, 2000, 41-42. 
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Early on in his tenure as SECDEF, he publicly rebuked the Air Force Service Chief, 

General Welch, for speaking out in public about START negotiation related issue and 

Air Force capabilities with Congress that he didn’t agree with. He later replaced the U.S. 

Southern Command (USSOUTHCOM), Commander, General Frederick Woerner, for 

slow rolling plans for operations in Panama and replaced him with General Max 

Thurman, who was more aggressive and better understood senior civilian intent. Mr. 

Cheney later fired the new Chief of Staff of the Air Force, General Michael Dugan, for 

voicing his opinion on operational matters and advocating that air power and the hitting 

of specific targets was the solution to winning a potential conflict with Iraq in the lead up 

to Desert Storm. CJCS Powell interposed no objection to firing General Dugan but 

seemed surprised that SECDEF Cheney regarded Dugan’s comments to the press as a 

firing offense suggesting there were some differences in their views of civ-mil relations. 

Mr. Cheney’s strategic view on handling personnel matters sent strong 

messages throughout the force and maintained civilian control as it was intended. Not 

surprisingly, CJCS Powell was supportive of these actions, did his best to maintain good 

relations, and he was a good messenger. Both men worked towards an effective 

decision-making process within the DoD.  

To bolster civilian control of the Pentagon Mr. Cheney also focused on, and was 

very involved in, hiring his political appointees. At the change of every administration 

there is the customary mass resignation of senior officials and new political 

appointments. The transition from President Reagan to President Bush was no 

exception and for the Bush Administration it was a deliberate opportunity to break from 

the Reagan Administration. To varying degrees in administrations SECDEFs get 



82 
 

involved in hiring the senior people and Mr. Cheney was very involved down to the 

DASD level which many SECDEFs don’t get heavily involved in. There were 44 

presidential appointee jobs requiring Senate confirmation to fill in the DoD at the 

Assistant Secretary and above levels. Mr. Cheney’s perspective is best summed up in 

his own words. “I replaced 39 out of the 44 in the first few months I was there. So, it was 

a major personnel operation. I had to be heavily involved in that myself, on the theory 

that that’s one of the most important things you do in any organization. And if I got that 

right and hired good people, then there was a pretty good chance we’d be successful. 

But if I didn’t, if I couldn’t bring in good people, if I didn’t get a lot of those posts filled, 

then it didn’t matter how hard I worked, we were going to have a train wreck. It wouldn’t 

fly.”102 Replacing that many senior officials, especially the ones requiring Senate 

confirmation, was not a small feat to complete in the first few months of administration. 

Compared to the timeline to appoint and confirm senior officials today which can require 

six months to a year or more, that was an accomplishment. 

To establish his own role as CJCS General Powell, succinctly described it. “In the 

past, the chiefs (JCS) had voted to achieve a consensus that the chairman could carry 

to the Secretary of Defense and the President. Now, I was the principal military advisor. 

The chiefs had great skill and experience.” They were the ones who provided trained 

and ready forces to the combatant commands. “I was not likely to ignore their wisdom. 

But now, as chairman, I was no longer limited to a messenger role.”103 He was the 

senior military advisor and first among equals, but had no command authority, and he 

 
102 Cheney, Richard. Oral History, 2000, 35-37. 
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remained subordinate to the SECDEF and the President.  CJCS Powell went into the 

job with clear ideas of what he wanted to accomplish because he felt that the corporate 

JCS system often failed to meet policy makers needs because it was both untimely and 

diluted. He understood that the Cold War was ending because as the NSA he 

participated in the late Reagan era Summits with Gorbachev, but he may not have fully 

understood the collapse of the USSR.104  As CJCS though, Powell thought it was his 

responsibility to begin reorienting military strategy to meet the changing world situation 

and provide programming guidance to the services for reduced force structure. He 

worked to get the JCS on board with his ideas but when they were not in agreement, he 

usually won the support of the SECDEF and President.105 

Advisor Relationship with President Bush (41) and the NSC 

Not surprisingly Mr. Cheney and General Powell both got along well with 

President Bush and spoke fondly of his leadership, wartime decision making, and their 

professional and personal relationships with him. SECDEF Cheney described their 

relationship as follows. “If you were to go out and design a President to be Commander 

in Chief in a crisis like Desert Storm, you couldn’t do any better than what we had with 

George Bush. In terms of his experiences, combat pilot in World War II, UN [United 

Nations], China, CIA, Vice President. He was a delight to work for in that regard. So, a 

lot of what followed after that, whatever successes we enjoyed and so forth, you have to 

start with the man. He’s the guy who got elected; he’s the guy who hired all of us. He 

was the one who gets the credit and the blame if it doesn’t go right. Viewed from the 

 
104 Note from Eric Edelman what was the ADUSD for the Soviet Union and Central Europe at the time. 
105 Lowrey, Nathan S. The Chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 1949-2016, 2016, 36; See Lorna S. Jaffe, The 
Development of the Base Force, 1989–1992 (Washington, DC: JHO, 1993) 
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perspective of Defense Secretary, he loved the military. He has told me on more than 

one occasion that his happiest days as President were the days he spent with the 

troops. You couldn’t have had a better Commander in Chief, so to speak, given my role 

as Secretary of Defense.106 SECDEF Cheney felt that President Bush really understood 

the job and functioned well in that capacity. He also felt that President Bush had 

confidence in him as SECDEF and allowed him the freedom to make decisions and 

operate the department and he would support him in challenging times.107 

Similarly, SECDEF Cheney described working with his colleagues in the NSC as 

cordial, respectful, and that they all got along well since they had known each other for 

over 15 years and built-up trust. Even when they had policy disagreements and 

arguments no one ever had to worry about backstabbing or leaking in the press or to 

Congress. He ascribed that to the positive environment they worked in under President 

Bush’s leadership and the fact that the president would not allow it. This made for an 

environment that enabled each principal to freely offer advice and where healthy debate 

was encouraged but when the president made decisions, he expected them to be 

followed and it was.108   

General Powell as CJCS offered the following observations and thoughts on 

President Bush and how he operated with the NSC.  

“One of the things I remember most vividly about the President is that when we 
had an issue to deal with, or we were debating something, or there was a little 
problem in front of us, he was always very thoughtful in thinking about it. He 
would let us argue in front of him. We were all old friends. We had all worked with 
each other in different capacities, so we knew each other. This was a gang of 
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professional killer angels. We all knew each other, we knew what each one of us 
thought, we knew our strengths and weaknesses, and Bush would let us argue in 
front of him. I’ve even told the story that if I disagreed with Mr. Cheney about 
something, Dick would present the Defense Department position. “This is what 
the Defense Department thinks.” Then he would say, “But Colin doesn’t agree 
with everything. Colin, tell the President what you don’t like.” That was very 
professional and mature. The President would listen carefully, not necessarily 
taking a long time, but he would listen carefully, and then he’d be very decisive. I 
really liked that, because he wanted to hear all the arguments and he was 
internalizing it slowly. Only after we had finished beating up each other and 
disagreeing with one another would he start to ask questions. He was also 
fortunate in having a bunch of people—Among us there was not a “yes” person in 
the room, so he didn’t have to be out of the room for us to be candid with each 
other. As a result, he could sit there, almost as a distant figure initially, letting us 
argue in front of him and present him all the points of view. Then when he’d 
heard enough, he’d ask some questions and then he’d decide.”109 

 

Mr. Cheney was a strategic thinker, and he made the effort to fully question plans 

and assumptions about operations. He successfully presided over Operation Just 

Cause and Operation Desert Storm without micromanaging but by asking probing 

questions and challenging assumptions. He challenged his commanders on their risk 

averse and stale war plans and focused on creating new plans with more creative and 

detailed thinking. Once Mr. Cheney gave that guidance, he expected it carried out. 

CJCS Powell was often the one to help interpret that intent and assist the commanders 

in meeting the SECDEF’s expectations through iterative planning. Therefore, the 

SECDEF did not need to micromanage, but he expected the commanders to have 

detailed analysis and options which was a different approach than what they were used 

to dealing with. It was a dialogue, not simply one way direction, on the best way to 

provide options to the President and NSC and directing military planning options. Mr. 
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Cheney was also very focused on post-Cold War strategy and nuclear arms and 

proliferation issues. 

General Powell despite having one of his 13 rules as “Have a vision. Be 

demanding” arguably was not a strategic thinker or strategist.110 He was a tactically and 

operationally proficient leader with good ideas and he was a capable operational war 

planner. He once discussed that everything he learned about leadership and needed to 

know he learned as a platoon leader and second lieutenant.111 In interviews with people 

who knew and served with him they described him as a “doer not a thinker” which is a 

paradox that is not commonly known about him. As a former NSA and CJCS he clearly 

understood the strategic big picture and operated within it, but he was not the one who, 

as a military officer, led in thought for the grand strategy for foreign policy or the 

contingency operations they were involved with during their tenure.  

One of ironies about General Powell is this – as CJCS and principal military 

advisor General Powell had a much smaller role under President Bush than he had as 

the NSA under President Reagan.112 He played a significant role in shaping the 

operational war fight though and ensuring it was properly resourced. For example, for 

Operation Just Cause in Panama and Operation Desert Storm he gave guidance and 

shaped the planning efforts to assist the commanders in meeting the SECDEF’s intent. 

He was integral in selecting the right commander at U.S. Southern Command (General 

Max Thurman), and a more capable staff at U.S. Central Command in the lead up to the 

first Gulf War, and he used the Joint Staff to assist in planning for both operations. 
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Moreover, he fully understood the human cost of conflict based on his own combat 

experience in Vietnam, which drove his thinking, but he was not the man with the big 

ideas. He also knew how to take care of people, and this is one his strongest legacies of 

leadership. General Powell possessed extraordinary skill in managing the tasks at hand, 

even significant ones, which made him an invaluable asset in the Bush Administration, 

but he lacked an interest in debating ideas and strategy and he did not always agree 

with where the Paul Wolfowitz led USD (P) office on where they wanted to go with 

policy. This led to some friction with SECDEF Cheney and his OSD staff, but this friction 

was not insurmountable and did not lead to a fractured relationship.113   

CJCS Powell was also extremely effective as a media savvy, charismatic, and 

polished communicator for what was happening in both the Panama and Iraqi 

operations, and he was a skilled bureaucrat who knew how to assign and manage 

people in a wartime operating environment to enable success. For example, General 

Powell skillfully managed to successfully interface with General Schwarzkopf and 

served as a buffer between him and the JCS and even had a hand in shaping the 

CENTCOM staff because of Schwarzkopf’s epic temper.114 General Powell also had a 

hand in chastising General Dugan before he was fired as the Air Force Chief of Staff so 

even though he was not known as a strategic thinker he strategically maneuvered within 

his role as CJCS to ensure success was possible and personalities were managed.  
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Key Use of Force Advice, Decisions, and Outcomes 

Panama – Operation Just Cause 

Synopsis of Events - Operation Just Cause was the invasion of Panama by the 

United States from December 20,1989 to January 31,1990. It occurred ten years after 

the Torrijos–Carter Treaties were ratified that agreed to transfer control of the Panama 

Canal from the U.S. to Panama by January 1, 2000.  In l988, as relations with Panama 

began to deteriorate, the commander of U.S. Southern Command (SOUTHCOM), Army 

General Frederick F. Woerner, developed a strategy to gradually increase the strength 

of U.S. forces in Panama to deter the dictator, General Manuel Noriega, from attacking 

U.S. citizens or interfering with the Panama Canal. If necessary Woerner planned to 

bring in additional forces from the United States over a three-week period before taking 

any action against Noriega. President Bush lost patience with this gradual approach and 

the President replaced him on both SECDEF Cheney and CJCS Powell’s 

recommendation, with Army General Maxwell R. Thurman. He modified what was 

originally called the Blue Spoon plan to accommodate a major shift in the strategy for 

dealing with Noriega that accelerated the buildup of U.S. forces in Panama and 

shortened the timetable for the deployment of additional forces from the U.S. to three 

days. General Thurman hoped to take Noriega by surprise and overwhelm the dictator’s 

forces before they could organize effective resistance or take U.S. citizens hostage. 

Thurman took advantage of his power under GWN to select Army Lieutenant General 

Carl W. Stiner, the Commander of the Army’s 18th Airborne Corps, to command Task 

Force Bayonet, a joint task force of 22,000 soldiers, 3,400 airmen, 900 Marines, and 

700 sailors. As CJCS, General Powell approved Thurman’s action and it resulted in a 
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force with unity of command and good interoperability which would rapidly achieve its 

operational objectives.  

The relationship between the U.S. and Panama became worse in late 1989 and 

on December 15, l989 the Panamanian National Assembly passed a resolution that a 

state of war existed with the United States, and Noriega named himself the Maximum 

Leader and this led to an outbreak of violence. Later, a Panamanian soldier shot three 

American officers and one died of his wounds. A U.S. naval officer and his wife were 

witnesses to the incident and were assaulted by Panamanian Defense Force (PDF) 

soldiers while in police custody. After a review of these events and a briefing on Blue 

Spoon, President Bush decided to act with the goal of removing Noriega from power 

because he was also corrupt and wanted for racketeering and drug trafficking which 

added legitimacy to respond.115  

Debate and Decision to Use Military Force - President Bush and the U.S. 

reached this conclusion after ongoing escalations by Noriega, and it was not a light 

decision or made in haste. There was considerable debate and planning before these 

triggering incidents. There is an important back story to this that happened during the 

Reagan Administration. SECSTATE Shultz and Elliott Abrams both wanted to deal with 

Noriega by using force at the end of the Reagan Administration but were opposed by 

Frank Carlucci and to some degree NSA Powell.116 This served as an important 
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backdrop to the later decision by President Bush to use force. SECDEF Cheney met 

with SECSTATE James Baker and the NSA, Brent Scowcroft, frequently and sought 

new ways to pressure Noriega to retire. They sought to persuade other Latin American 

countries to censure Noriega, and they considered signaling U.S. displeasure by 

reducing the number of U.S. military dependents in Panama while also simultaneously 

augmenting the combat forces.  These interagency discussions resulted in National 

Security Directive 17 (NSD 17) which was issued on July 22, 1989. In NSD 17, 

President Bush ordered military actions designed to assert U.S. treaty rights in Panama 

and to keep Noriega and his supporters off guard. There were four categories of actions 

outlined to accomplish these objectives. Category I (Low Risk/Low Visibility) actions 

such as publicizing evacuation of U.S. dependents, expanding anti-Noriega campaigns 

in the media and in psychological operations, and placing members of the PDF under 

escort whenever they entered U.S. installations. In Category II (Low Risk/High Visibility) 

military police would increase their patrols between U.S. installations, battalion-size 

forces would deploy to Panama for intensive training, Apache helicopters would conduct 

frequent training flights, and troops would practice amphibious and night combat 

operations. In Category III (Medium Risk/High Visibility) U.S. forces would increase their 

reconnaissance and armed convoys in the vicinity of important PDF installations. In 

Category IV (High Risk/High Visibility) the goal was for U.S. troops to regain U.S. 

access to the causeway leading from Fort Amador toward the Canal Zone and take 

control of certain key facilities at Quarry Heights, Fort Amador, and Fort Espinar from 

the PDF.  
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CJCS General Powell already had a deep understanding of the Panamanian 

issue though he was new in his role as CJCS. As President Reagan’s NSA, he had 

previously worked closely on Panamanian issues with then Vice President Bush. In the 

early days of the Bush Administration, as Commander of Forces Command, General 

Powell also worked on aspects of the burgeoning political crisis in Panama, so he 

understood the situation, the problems with the Blue Spoon plan, and the deteriorating 

nature of the situation in Panama. During discussions with General Thurman and 

Lieutenant General Stiner in late September, CJCS Powell agreed with three key points: 

(1) The timetable for Blue Spoon should be compressed from three weeks to a few 

days, (2) U.S. forces should make a major effort to seize Noriega after operations 

began, and (3) The Joint Task Force should make their primary military objective the 

disarming and dismantling of the Panama Defense Force. In General Powell's words, "if 

you're going to get tarred with a brush, you might as well take down the whole 

PDF...pull it up by the roots.”117   

It was clear that CJCS Powell was a leading voice in shaping the debate and 

operational plan for Panama when he questioned whether the shooting incident of the 

officers was enough of a “smoking gun” to go to war because of what could be 

perceived as the officers “accidentally blundering” by going near the PDF Comandancia 

headquarters that could have been portrayed as a reconnaissance or provocation. 

SECDEF Cheney, CJCS Powell, USD (P) Wolfowitz, and members of the NSC 

determined that the officers being there was an accident and they ultimately agreed that 
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12. 

https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/History/Monographs/Just_Cause.pdf


92 
 

they needed to present the entirety of the case to the President for decision on actions. 

They presented the pattern of escalating Panamanian harassment and violence over 

the previous two months and showed that the December 16 shootings and beatings at 

the Comandancia were not isolated incidents. This was the central argument in their 

discussions with the President for using military force in Panama. The NSC also 

discussed the political objectives which they collectively agreed would be to safeguard 

the lives of the nearly 30,000 U.S. citizens residing in Panama; protect the integrity of 

the Panama Canal and 142 U.S. defense sites; to help the Panamanian opposition 

establish genuine democracy; to neutralize the PDF; and, to bring Noriega to justice.118  

President Bush was initially guarded in taking any military action, and he wanted 

assurance that it would not backfire like the attempted rescue of U.S. hostages in Iran 

during the Carter administration. Moreover, he also wanted to avoid the interservice 

problems that happened in 1983 during the intervention in Grenada. President Bush 

asked several key questions: “Would the plan work? Did it have to be that big? How 

many casualties would there be? How much damage would be done? What would be 

the diplomatic consequences throughout Latin America?” CJCS Powell explained that 

even if Noriega was located, an operation to snatch him would not solve the problems 

with Panama. General Powell viewed the entire PDF leadership as corrupt, that there 

were Noriega clones who could replace him, and that the entire PDF should be 

dismantled.  CJCS Powell thought this could be accomplished with a massive military 

operation to neutralize the PDF as the first step toward its reconstruction. Even if 

Noriega escaped, the rationale was that he would have lost his power base and would 
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eventually be captured. CJCS Powell also advised that a massive intervention would 

minimize the time available for the PDF to seize U.S. citizens. This persuaded President 

Bush who ordered the execution of the plan words: "Okay, let's do it. The hell with it!"119 

How the Operation Unfolded - Operation Just Cause began on December 20, 

1989, with special operations forces attacking key installations in Panama and 

conventional task forces seizing additional key points and the land approaches to 

Panama City. The task force then entered the city, secured the U.S. embassy, and 

captured the PDF headquarters after a three-hour fight. With the PDF Headquarters in 

U.S. hands and Noriega in hiding, centralized control of the PDF collapsed but fighting 

continued sporadically as U.S. forces overcame pockets of resistance.  

As General Stiner’s task force attained its objectives, General Powell became 

more directly involved in military operations because of the growing importance of the 

political aspects of Just Cause to ensure that actions in Panama aligned with the 

administration’s political and diplomatic goals. CJCS Powell did three main things 

involving the operational fight. First, within the first two days of the operation, CJCS 

Powell told General Thurman to accelerate the liberation of the Marriott Hotel where 

Americans were present and who could become hostages. Second, CJCS Powell 

encouraged General Thurman to quickly move to install the legally elected government 

of Panama into office to discredit claims that Noriega still governed or that U.S. military 

rule was imminent. Third, after Noriega fled to the papal Nunciatura, U.S. troops played 

loud rock music outside the residence which caused significant complaints. CJCS 
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Powell ordered General Thurman to stop the noise and urged him to have members of 

the new Panamanian government appeal directly to church officials in Panama and 

Rome for help in dislodging Noriega from the Nunciatura and the U.S. took him into 

custody.120  

Results - Operation Just Cause was an operational success because of 

President Bush and SECDEF Cheney’s leadership and the enhanced authority and 

teamwork between the CJCS and combatant commander. They worked together to 

provide specific, attainable objectives, and responsive and effective command and 

control, while giving the tactical commander considerable operational and tactical 

freedom. They did not micromanage, but they did provide adjustments when it was 

apparent that there were shortcomings in prior planning and some mistakes by the local 

commanders embarrassed the administration. It was CJCS Powell who acted quickly 

and decisively to ensure the political success of the operation for the administration.  

Following the operation, the duly elected President Endara was sworn into office and 

the Panama Defense Forces (PDF) were dissolved. 

The operational success of Just Cause illustrated that the GWN efforts by 

Congress and the leadership of Bush administration resulted in avoiding the mistakes of 

Lebanon and Grenada which were not fully integrated joint operations. President Bush’s 

determination and the enhanced authority of the SECDEF, CJCS, and combatant 

commander to provide specific, attainable objectives, responsive and effective 

 
120 The playing of rock music was a psychological operation named, “Operation Nifty Package,” aimed at getting 
Noriega to leave the Papal Nuncio’s residence since it was well known that Noriega loved opera and classical music 
and hated rock music.  The playlist included, “I fought the law and the law won,” among others.  The background 
and full playlist can be found at https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/nsa/DOCUMENT/950206.htm. 
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command and control, while also giving the tactical commander considerable 

operational freedom was effective. It was clear though that when planning shortcomings 

and local commanders’ mistakes embarrassed the administration, General Powell acted 

decisively to ensure the political success of the operation and it allowed SECDEF 

Cheney to avoid directly engaging and micromanaging the operational details.121 This 

was also a very limited operation, with limited objectives where there was enormous 

popular support in Panama and U.S. military power was already present in large 

numbers. 

Iraq – Operation Desert Storm 

Synopsis - In August 1990 Iraq invaded Kuwait because Iraqi President Saddam 

Hussein and hardline nationalists believed Kuwait should be part of Iraq and he wanted 

Kuwaiti oil. The U.S. had some indicators including a massive 100,000 troop Iraqi 

buildup in the lead up to the invasion, but the U.S. was caught flat footed looking for 

options after Iraq invaded. There were some suboptimal military responses possible, 

retaliatory strikes, or enacting a stale war plan. The existing plan was Operations Plan 

(OPLAN) 90-1002 for the Defense of the Saudi Peninsula which called for 100,000 – 

200,000 troops deploying to the Middle East that would take months to build up. There 

were no immediate options, and it was not likely that Saudi Arabia or other countries in 

the Middle East would allow the buildup on their territory.   

Debate and Decision to Use Military Force - No one in the DoD was eager to get 

into a land war in Southwest Asia. Moreover, in the beginning of planning and 
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considering options General Powell was initially opposed to involvement asking the 

question “Does anyone really care about Kuwait?”122 Not surprisingly, General Powell 

wanted to have clarity on the political goals first and Mr. Cheney was focused on 

creative war planning and providing the President numerous options, a role reversal 

based on their roles and responsibilities. This caused considerable friction between 

them, the planners, the USD (P)’s office. Ultimately SECDEF Cheney demanded 

options when he felt CJCS Powell, the rest of the JCS, and the CENTCOM commander 

were slow rolling his directives and not being imaginative in their thinking.123 CJCS 

Powell also opposed the initial deployment of troops to Desert Shield/Desert Storm and 

there was a vigorous debate within the military and tension with SECDEF Cheney over 

this. Moreover, CJCS Powell was constantly leaking his reservations and preference for 

sanctions rather than military action to the press which complicated the Administration’s 

management of the congressional dimension of the conflict. Senator Sam Nunn, the 

Chairman of the SASC, shared Powell’s view that sanctions rather than military action 

were the more effective course of action.124 

SECDEF Cheney was alarmed that there were so few military options and 

meetings between SECDEF Cheney and CJCS Powell grew testy over this because of 

Cheney’s frustration over inadequate planning assumptions. General Powell admitted 

that the military didn’t have any ground forces in the area to respond and that an air 

strike could provoke an assault on Saudi Arabia which was not what they wanted. This 
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was one of the tensest exchanges between the two men, but it also spurred CJCS 

Powell to focus on getting the President and SECDEF feasible military options.125  

SECDEF Cheney was still not fully convinced that the CJCS, JCS, or that the 

CENTCOM commander were the only sources of information he wanted though so he 

used his own staff and contacts in each of the Services to see what other capabilities 

and options may be available. CJCS Powell did not like that either, but they eventually 

worked through it. They developed plans that started from OPLAN 90-1002 because the 

SECDEF did not want to reinvent the wheel by starting over with a long and deliberate 

planning effort from scratch. Ultimately, SECDEF Cheney and CJCS Powell agreed that 

they wanted to have massive numbers of forces available in theater to maintain an array 

of offensive and defensive options even though it would take time to deploy them.    

The planning effort for Desert Shield/Desert Storm highlighted the clash of 

politics and military cultures and among the generals themselves. According to Michael 

Gordon and Bernard Trainor there were also power struggles within the anti-Iraq 

coalition and the American high command. Their account in The General’s War 

captured the essence of some of the major debates with building the war plan. Not 

surprisingly each service thought they should be the main effort with the Air Force 

believing that the war could be decided through air power with strategic bombing, the 

Army saw the war as an opportunity to apply maneuver warfare, the Marine Corps 

through expeditionary warfare and, the Navy remained aloof from CENTCOM, 

preferring to act on its own. CJCS Powell and CENTCOM Commander, Army General 
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H. Norman Schwarzkopf, were tasked with developing a unified plan from these 

separate, sometimes conflicting agendas, and ultimately, they never fully harmonized 

the war plans.  

In The Commanders, Bob Woodward described considerably more tension. At 

the onset after Saddam invaded Kuwait, he wrote that CJCS Powell favored a long-term 

strategy of containment and what could lead to what Powell called “strangulation.” 

General Powell didn’t want to commit forces to the Middle East for a confrontation 

where American national interests were not clearly defined. The President, the NSA, 

and SECDEF Cheney preferred to have offensive options available for the decision-

making process and they were not pleased by the lack of options that CJCS Powell 

presented which were cautious and uninspired.126 Ultimately CJCS Powell realized he 

needed to do something and acquiesced. He went back to the drawing board with his 

staff, the Services, and combatant commander, and began in earnest to develop an 

operational military plan that was feasible and achievable. Both SECDEF Cheney and 

CJCS Powell also did their part diplomatically with their counterparts and supported the 

overarching diplomatic plan that SECSTATE Jim Baker developed. Mr. Cheney, spent a 

lot of time working with the Saudis to ensure basing access and support enabling the 

staging of hundreds of thousands of troops deployed to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

(KSA).127 They all worked diligently with their counterparts in countries who were willing, 
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to build a strong coalition with partners from 35 countries that ultimately reached over 

950,000 troops of which about 697,000 were from the U.S.128  

How the Operation Unfolded - On November 29,1990 the United Nations 

Security Council authorized the use of all means necessary to expel Iraqi forces from 

Kuwait.  SECDEF Cheney argued against the need to obtain Congressional support for 

the military action but the President, CJCS Powell, and others disagreed with him and 

ultimately, they all worked with Congress to gain support.129 Congress authorized 

President Bush to use force and both Mr. Cheney and CJCS Powell endorsed the 

President’s decision to launch offensive action on January 17, 1991, in what became 

Operation Desert Storm. After it was clear in late February that the U.S. led coalition 

achieved an overwhelming tactical and operational victory both Cheney and Powell 

supported the President’s decision to end the war on February 28, 1991.130  

 SECDEF Cheney and CJCS Powell had some more disagreements along the 

way, particularly when SECDEF Cheney asked for tactical nuclear options to potentially 

destroy Iraqi republican Guard units. General Powell was opposed to even considering 

nuclear weapons use but Mr. Cheney thought it prudent to conduct the planning and 

have all options available.131  General Powell also was not a big supporter of the USD 

(P) Paul Wolfowitz led planning excursions and there were numerous areas of friction in 

planning efforts, but CJCS Powell ultimately acquiesced understanding that it was the 

SECDEF’s prerogative and USD(P) Wolfowitz’s job to look at things from a broader 
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perspective. Although some sources indicated that this friction was not always helpful 

General Powell himself dispelled that notion stating “I always found Paul’s input useful – 

sometimes annoying, but always useful. He was always trying to get the best product, 

and he served the secretary extremely well as a senior civilian policy official. No 

secretary should go through his appointment without having a strong powerful civilian 

policy official to watch the chairman and the chiefs.”132 

 Later during the war Mr. Cheney played a significant role in dealing with Israel 

and missile attacks. Ultimately his hawkish views about allowing Israel to be part of the 

military coalition were rejected, and President Bush successfully kept them out of the 

war, but the SECDEF played a key role as interlocutor in dealing with Israel and this 

also sharpened Mr. Cheney’s focus on missile defense and weapons of mass 

destruction.133 

Results – The U.S. led coalition succeeded in expelling Iraqi forces from Kuwait 

and preventing the conflict from escalating to the broader Middle East. It was a clear 

military victory at the tactical and operational level. According to SECDEF Cheney, no 

one on President Bush’s national security team was arguing in 1991 that they should 

have continued to Baghdad to oust Saddam Hussein. Although Mr. Cheney admitted 

there were arguably some misjudgments at the end of the war, he did not think these 

fundamentally altered the strategic landscape.134 He acknowledged that there was fog 

and friction about what was happening on the ground. The air war succeeded followed 

by the ground war, but the end saw an array of different events. 80,000 Iraqis 
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surrendered and American troops turned quickly from being warriors to being angels of 

mercy by feeding, providing medical care and water along the highway of death going 

north out of Kuwait City. Cheney recalled that  

“We’d accomplished our objective. The objective was to liberate Kuwait. Plus, 
we’ve reached the point where we’re asking our young kids to keep hammering 
away when it’s hard to justify what the purpose of doing that is, other than just 
continuing the slaughter. I think that was a major concern for General Powell. 
He was a big advocate of being concerned about the notion that we were 
somehow piling on here, because clearly the Iraqis had done everything they 
could to get out of Kuwait, they’re in full-fledged retreat. We had the meeting in 
the White House in the Oval Office where the basic question is: Have we 
achieved our objective? The unanimous view of those of us who were there, 
civilian and military, was yes. Our objective was to liberate Kuwait. We’d done it. 
We got Norm on the phone from Riyadh. I talked to him, General Powell talked 
to him, the President talked to him. Discussed all of this with him as well as the 
decision to stop military operations.”135  

 

Moreover, there was an assumption that the Iraqi forces were more destroyed than they 

were, especially the Guard, which turned out to be a bad assumption that was not dealt 

with at the time. 

The other issue that was brought up was why the administration did not go to 

Baghdad and get rid of Saddam. Mr. Cheney stated that “There was never any serious 

advocacy of the notion that we ought to take Baghdad. I think there was a general 

assumption that Saddam will never survive, that politically the blow that had been 

administered to his military and him here, that he can’t possibly survive. That was the 

advice we got from all the experts. Turned out they were wrong, obviously. But there 

was never a serious debate about whether or not we ought to go to Baghdad. A lot of 
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discussion after the action, commentators. At the time, we all agreed we’d done what 

we set out to do. It was time to stop the operation.”136 

There was a healthy debate in the NSC. CJCS Powell explained it slightly 

differently but concurred about the decisions that were made and why.  

“We’re talking about young kids getting killed on both sides. More of them were 
getting killed than us getting killed, but these are the children of people. Then the 
question became, shouldn’t you have gone to Baghdad? Powell didn’t want to go 
to Baghdad; that was the problem. Nobody wanted to go to Baghdad. With never 
a single discussion about going beyond the mission that had been set by the 
President and approved by the UN, approved by Congress, that allowed us to put 
a coalition. There was never any question of going to Baghdad. That’s a bad hit. 
The second hit that came was, you should have continued to destroy the 
Republican Guard. That’s a legitimate criticism. It’s not a legitimate criticism to say 
we should have gone to Baghdad. It is a legitimate criticism to say, or a debatable 
criticism to say, you should have kept beating up on the Republican Guard. We 
weren’t quite sure where they were. The situation got a little muddled. In any 
event, more of them got out than perhaps should have been the case. I have to 
remind people; we did not want to destroy the Iraqi Army. There was something 
called Iran right next door, that they had fought for eight years. We’re going to 
hand it to Iran because these guys don’t have the capacity to defend 
themselves.”137  

 

Although that is how CJCS Powell remembered the debate there were other 

perspectives presented and debated. At the end of the intense debates leading up to 

the war, the planning for the conflict, and the execution of the war itself, the cabinet and 

the DoD were tired. Ultimately President Bush made what were considered prudent 

decisions and General Powell agreed it was the correct decision.  

The result of those decisions from a strategic perspective after the fact is that 

roughly half of Iraq's Republican Guard forces were able to escape and were able to 
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reconstitute. Three and a half years after what was considered a decisive victory, some 

of the same Iraqi Republican Guard forces that the U.S. led coalition failed to destroy 

again menaced Kuwait, eventually forcing President Bush’s successor, President 

Clinton, to order American troops back to the Persian Gulf to prevent a second Iraqi 

invasion. Moreover, because Saddam Hussein remained in power, he also had the 

opportunity to regroup and became entrenched and unbowed. Although tactically and 

operationally successful, from a military perspective, Operation Desert Storm was an 

incomplete success at the strategic level. 

The Balkans  

Synopsis – The former Yugoslavia was a Socialist state created after German 

occupation in World War II and a bitter civil war. A federation of six republics, it brought 

together Serbs, Croats, Bosnian Muslims, Albanians, Slovenes, and others under a 

communist regime. Tensions among these groups were successfully suppressed under 

the leadership of President Tito but after he died in 1980 historic conflicts re-emerged 

and escalated over time. President Bush’s focus on the Balkans in late 1990 through 

mid-1991 was how to keep the increasingly shaky Yugoslav Federation together and 

avoid breaking up. Bush’s view was informed by his determination not to complicate the 

efforts of then-Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev to keep the Soviet Union together. 

In 1991, there were calls for more autonomy within Yugoslavia by nationalist 

groups that led to declarations of independence in Croatia and Slovenia. The Serb-

dominated Yugoslav army responded, first in Slovenia and then in Croatia. Thousands 

were killed in the conflict with Croatia which was paused in 1992 under a UN-monitored 

ceasefire. Bosnia, with a complex mix of Serbs, Muslims, and Croats, was next to try for 
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independence but Bosnian Serbs, backed by Serbs elsewhere in Yugoslavia, resisted. 

Under leader Radovan Karadzic, they threatened bloodshed if Bosnia's Muslims and 

Croats, who outnumbered Serbs, broke away. There was a European agreement for the 

move in a 1992 referendum and war came fast when Yugoslav army units that were 

withdrawn from Croatia and renamed the Bosnian Serb Army, carved out a huge part of 

Serb-dominated territory. Over a million Bosnian Muslims and Croats were driven from 

their homes in ethnic cleansing. Serbs suffered too. The capital Sarajevo was besieged 

and shelled and the UN peacekeepers, who were brought in to quell the fighting, were 

seen as ineffective. International peace efforts to stop the war failed and the UN was 

humiliated and over 100,000 people died in this ethnic fight.138  

There were calls for the U.S. and European countries to intervene as the 

evidence of war time atrocities including ethnic cleansing intensified during fighting in 

the Balkans. The Bush Administration consistently rejected the use of a large-scale 

force involving U.S. ground troops having come out of Desert Storm and wanting to 

avoid another costly intervention where there was not a clear path to success in 

restoring peace through force. The lessons of the Bush administration's unsuccessful 

efforts to halt the killing according to a variety of U.S. and European observers, are 

these: the best chance to stop the Balkan bloodletting was close to its beginning, in the 

summer and fall of 1991 where a relatively modest collective intervention by the U.S. 

and European countries, backed by threat or use of force, could have headed off what 

became a disaster but was not proposed at the time because it would have been 

 
138 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-17632399 . Classic studies on this for further reading are Silber and 
Little, The Death of Yugoslavia; Susan Woodward, Balkan Tragedy; and Brendan Simms, Unfinest Hour. 
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unpopular. Ruling out the direct application of force sapped the strength of diplomatic 

persuasion and once the Serbian campaign of intimidation and liquidation against other 

states of the former federation began, they would have changed course only in the face 

of the credible threat of outside intervention. President Bush repeatedly said that U.S. 

troops would not be used and after failing to obtain allied agreement even to enforce a 

"no-fly zone" over Bosnia, Bush in his last month in office threatened unilateral military 

action against Serbia to head off the spread of fighting if necessary. This warning was 

tied to the concerns that Macedonia might be drawn into the conflict, and it might spread 

to Turkey and thus draw NATO into the war.139 

President Bush’s reluctance to act was shaped by several factors including the 

fact that it was an election year and U.S. forces were still recovering from the war in 

Iraq. A European intervention in a civil war ethnic conflict was not appealing. The 

developments in the Balkans also caught the world between the end of the Cold War 

and the start of serious international efforts to deal with civil wars. The 12-nation 

European Community was alarmed at fighting in Central Europe and sought to mediate 

between the Yugoslav parties, but the cease-fires collapsed in rapid succession. 

European policymakers consistently fell victim to internal differences, based on 

conflicting historical ties and interests. At this stage NATO also considered Yugoslavia a 

problem beyond its jurisdiction and The Conference on Security and Cooperation in 

Europe (CSCE) had no clear consensus on what to do either. The UN was initially only 

peripherally involved at that stage. At this stage President Bush and SECSTATE Baker 

 
139 Noted by Eric Edelman May 24, 2022.  
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sought to avoid entanglement and occasionally responded when U.S. public reactions 

to televised horrors from the Balkans seemed to demand a U.S. response.140 

Debate and Decision Not to Use Military Force - The other areas that SECDEF 

Cheney and CJCS Powell were in strong agreement on use of force decisions came 

later in the administration pertaining to the Balkans. When Yugoslavia broke up there 

were critical decisions on intervening and if so, in what capacity. SECDEF Cheney’s 

view was that “this was not a strategically vital part of the world for the United States to 

put at risk or to pay the price that would be involved for us to go in and intervene 

militarily in that conflict. Very difficult conflict. No good guys and bad guys. Historical 

animosities that had been rampant in that part of the world for hundreds of years that 

we did not fully understand.” There was also challenging terrain and the area was 

difficult to operate in. SECDEF Cheney was not unsympathetic to the problems that 

were occurring on the ground in the former Yugoslavia, but he firmly believed that 

sometimes the U.S. had to say no. Mr. Cheney did not believe that everything required 

a U.S. military response to every problem out there even if it was a tragedy. His 

thoughts were that sometimes you could not do anything about it, and that there were 

situations where people were going to continue to slaughter each other. From SECDEF 

Cheney’s perspective the question then became, does this involve an interest that 

requires the United States to commit troops and take casualties trying to keep these 

folks from slaughtering one another? He believed the answer was that sometimes the 

 
140 Don Oberdorfer. “A BLOODY FAILURE IN THE BALKANS,” Washington Post, February 8, 1993, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1993/02/08/a-bloody-failure-in-the-balkans/e19cb4b3-6d9c-
444e-b958-a3c271760f45/ 
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answer is no, it is not worth it.141 Those are always judgement calls within the context of 

the times. Sometimes they are the correct calls and sometimes they are not. A big part 

of the issue was that the British sought to avoid intervention by defining the problem as 

a “humanitarian” issue. Americans, including SECDEF Cheney, were slow to see this as 

Serb aggression that threatened the peace of Europe. Yugoslavia per se was not a vital 

US interest but broader European security was – hence the December 1992 warning.142 

CJCS Powell was even more adamant about not getting involved in Bosnia 

though he did provide President Bush limited military options ranging from limited air 

strikes around Sarajevo to heavy bombing throughout the theater. General Powell also 

stressed that none of these actions would guarantee changes in Serbian behavior and 

that only troops on the ground could do that. CJCS Powell relayed that bombing might 

persuade them to give in but would not compel them to quit. Limited air strikes enabled 

the Serbs to hide their tanks and artillery in the woods and fog of Bosnia or keep them 

close to civilian populations. He argued furthermore that no matter what the U.S. did it 

would be easy for the Serbs to seize UN humanitarian personnel as hostages in 

response. CJCS Powell later gave this same advice to President Clinton in the famous 

argument he had with then Ambassador to the UN, Madeleine Albright who asked the 

often-quoted question “What’s the point of having this superb military that you are 

always talking about if we can’t use it?”143  

Questions on just how powerful the CJCS was becoming came up late in the 

Bush 41 Administration and into the Clinton Administration for several reasons that 

 
141 Cheney, Richard. Oral History, 2000, 154 
142 Note from Eric Edelman. How you define the problem speaks to what tools are appropriate to address it. 
143 Persico and Powell, My American Journey, 1995, 576 
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General Powell himself pointed out. The New York Times Op Ed piece that he wrote, 

“Why Generals Get Nervous.” on Bosnia is an example.144 According to CJCS Powell  

“I wrote it because I was mad one day because the New York Times had written 
an editorial that essentially banged away at me on the use of force. It was 
originally going to be a letter to the editor, but that doesn’t get so much attention, 
so I made it an Op Ed piece. Of course, they rubbed their hands at the fact that 
they were going to get an argument from the chairman, and that article has been 
cited repeatedly as evidence of a breakdown of civilian-military control. What 
nobody will listen to is that the article was cleared, and it was absolutely 
consistent with U.S. government policy at the time. I signed it because I was the 
one who was attacked in the press. It was essentially saying that we could do 
anything we wanted, but we had to make sure we knew what the objectives 
were, and at that time the assigned objectives did not lend themselves to that 
kind of use of force in Bosnia.”145   

 

Result - There was pressure to intervene at the late stages of the Bush 

Administration and later the U.S. did provide some humanitarian support. The U.S did 

not get significantly involved in Bosnia with large numbers of American troops boots on 

the ground until the situation deteriorated, and it became a major foreign policy issue in 

the new Clinton Administration. Again, timing was an issue and with SECDEF Cheney 

gone and CJCS Powell still serving during the early debates in the Clinton 

Administration his voice held sway over others in the DoD, such as President Clinton’s 

first SECDEF Les Aspin who was considered weak, and the members of the NSC 

because he was among the most credible long serving voices with extensive experience 

and continuity. A decision to intervene more fulsomely in the late stages of the Bush 

 
144 Powell, Colin. “Why Generals Get Nervous,” New York Times, October 8, 1992. 
https://www.nytimes.com/1992/10/08/opinion/why-generals-get-nervous.html 
145 Powell, Colin, “Interview with General Colin L. Powell,” Alexandria, VA, February 11, 1998, Secretaries of 
Defense Historical Series Oral History, 35-36. https://history.defense.gov/Historical-Sources/Oral-History-
Transcript-3/  
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Administration or early stages of the Clinton Administration may have stopped the 

slaughter and avoided the more widespread fighting in the Balkans that occurred 

afterward but at the time a very limited intervention was a considered prudent action by 

two different Presidential administrations, one Republican and one Democrat. The 

Clinton Administration ultimately negotiated a settlement that occurred following the use 

of air power and threats of more to make the diplomacy work, with the 1995 Dayton 

Accords that committed U.S. troops to deploy to Bosnia under the NATO led 

Implementation Force (IFOR) to conduct a peace enforcement mission. At that time 

however, it was SECDEF William Perry and CJCS John Shalikashvili in charge at the 

Pentagon and it was their mission to plan, prosecute, and conclude. 

Somalia – Operation Restore Hope 

Synopsis - In Somalia, the organized government was overthrown in 1991 and 

after that, Somalia had no central government. In addition to that there were two main 

problems, tribal warfare, and a serious drought. News reports night after night showed 

pictures of starving women and children and the U.S. was the principal source of 

economic and food aid to Somalia. In late summer of 1992, the war shut down the 

supply routes and it was no longer safe to use them, so the U.S. mounted an airlift. By 

September/October 1992, the situation deteriorated further, and the U.S. could no 

longer fly the airlift because it was getting too dangerous.   

Debate and Decision to Use Military Force - The decision the U.S. faced was to 

quit providing humanitarian aid or do something else. During the Bush Administration, 

NSA Brent Scowcroft outlined that the NSC seriously debated what the U.S. should do. 

By the end of September there was a force of 500 Pakistanis sent in to help distribute 
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supplies in Mogadishu under the auspices of the UN. “They were immediately besieged 

and had to hole up in Mogadishu—and couldn’t do a thing.” Somalia was a crisis 

because there was nothing happening and there was going to be large-scale starvation 

so the Bush administration started talking about what it could do.146 This was the last 

significant use of force decision in the waning days of the Bush administration. The 

United Nations Task Force (UNITAF) mission from December 5, 1992, until May 4, 

1993, that committed U.S. troops to conduct humanitarian relief operations because 

people were starving, and warlords were stealing food and other humanitarian aid.  

SECDEF Cheney and CJCS Powell agreed that it was the right thing to do but if they 

were going to do it, there had to be a limited clear-cut mission. Both advised President 

Bush that it was unrealistic to try to get the mission completed before the inauguration 

of President Clinton.  

CJCS Powell demonstrated a willingness to advocate for a limited mission and 

he did so in this case though he was not eager to do so at the onset. In August 1992 

President Bush announced Operation Provide Relief that consisted of ten military cargo 

planes and $77 million worth of food aid to be sent to Kenya to supplement the UN’s 

Somalian relief activities. Even with the food and other relief supplies the combined 

international efforts failed to stop the expanding catastrophe. In October 1992, CJCS 

Powell toured Somalia and was shocked by the horrible conditions on the ground there 

where several hundred thousand people died. It was anarchy and the chaos there was 

 
146 Scowcroft, Brent. GEORGE H. W. BUSH PRESIDENTIAL ORAL HISTORY PROJECT TRANSCRIPT INTERVIEW #2 WITH 
BRENT SCOWCROFT, Interviewed by Philip Zelikow and James H. McCall, August 10–11, 2000, Washington, D.C, 
Interview with Brent Scowcroft 2 (millercenter.org), 97-98 
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total.147 President Bush was reluctant to intervene further in this East African civil war, 

but he was moved by CJCS Powell’s determination that the U.S. was “the only nation 

that could end the suffering.”148 

SECDEF Cheney indicated that when we went into Somalia, “it wasn’t to go to 

war. It wasn’t to go in and do anything other than provide some security and stability to 

allow the humanitarian organizations to go in and feed people. That was the basic 

mission we were given, essentially a humanitarian one.”149 When he was questioned on 

why the U.S. would intervene in Somalia but not Bosnia (Balkans) SECDEF Cheney 

drew a stark contrast between the two issues. He said that in Bosnia there was not a 

well-defined or achievable mission and there was no exit strategy. Cheney added that 

ethnic conflicts in the Balkans were decades and centuries old and the military 

operation would be challenging to execute because of difficult terrain and the formidable 

armaments of the combatants.150 The U.S. ultimately deployed troops to Somalia for 

what was intended to be a limited scoped humanitarian mission.151 

How the Operation Unfolded – On November 25, 1992, CJCS Powell presented 

the NSC the plans for Operation Restore Hope which consisted of a UN sanctioned 

deployment of 28,000 U.S. troops from the Army’s 10th Mountain Division and the First 

Marine Division. The objective was to take charge and to make sure the food reached 

the starving Somalis. The UN Security Council adopted a resolution a week later and it 

authorized the U.S. led coalition to use all necessary means to enable humanitarian 

 
147 Matthews, Jeffrey J. Colin Powell: Imperfect Patriot. United States: University of Notre Dame Press, 2019, 147. 
148 Persico and Powell, My American Journey, 1995, 564. 
149 Cheney, Richard. Oral History, 2000, 156. 
150 Matthews, Jeffrey J. Colin Powell Imperfect Patriot, 2019, 148. 
151 Persico and Powell, My American Journey, 1995, 564-565. 
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operations. On December 5, 1992, President Bush formally ordered the 28,000 troops 

to deploy to Somalia on a mission to save thousands of innocent people. He had the 

support from Congress and the incoming Clinton Administration. This marked a pivot in 

deploying military forces for humanitarian means not strategic ends. Like CJCS Powell, 

President Bush believed that there were some serious issues that could not be solved 

without American involvement. SECDEF Cheney and CJCS Powell also viewed the 

military force as a deterrent to Somalia’s warring clans. The goal was to strike a balance 

between having a big enough military operation to ensure minimal risk and dealing with 

the political realities of the Bush Administration’s leaving office. The mission was 

humanitarian, but CJCS Powell also emphasized that the U.S. would take whatever 

military action was necessary to safeguard U.S. troops and the Somalian people in line 

with the UN resolution. CJCS Powell described that the mission was based on plans to 

impose order and distribute relief supplies in the south while keeping an eye on the 

north.152 It was not the clearest crisis action military operation developed but the 

incoming Clinton Administration was consulted, and they agreed with the plan.   

Result – During the 47 days between the announcement of the mission and the 

change in administration the U.S. deployed the forces into Somalia and followed 

President Bush’s plan. There was always a risk of mission creep though because of the 

dynamic changes happening on the ground in Somalia between the warring factions. 

After the Bush Administration concluded and the Clinton Administration was in charge, 

 
152 Wines, Michael. “Mission to Somalia; Bush Declares Goal in Somalia to ‘Save Thousands’,” New York Times, 
December 5, 1992, https://www.nytimes.com/1992/12/05/world/mission-to-somalia-bush-declares-goal-in-
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the UN passed a new resolution in March 1993. That resolution changed and 

broadened the mission from a U.S. led effort to a UN military operation and it 

reconfigured the peacekeeping force and included provisions for disarmament of the 

population, and nation building.  CJCS Powell’s role in adjusting this mission is not well 

articulated in the literature but in early April 1993, CJCS Powell was upbeat in 

announcing that the U.S. had accomplished its limited objectives in Somalia, that the 

UN would be the lead in nation building, and that most of the U.S. forces, except for a 

battalion sized Quick Reaction Force (QRF) would be withdrawn by May 1993. In June 

under the UN led mission 24 Pakistani soldiers were killed and dozens wounded by 

Mohammed Farah Aidid’s military, and the UN quickly expanded the mission to include 

apprehending Aidid and his paramilitary forces. CJCS Powell told Congress that this 

was mission creep and that the Clinton Administration’s support for this mission creep 

was decided without consulting him.153 CJCS Powell ultimately escaped any real 

serious accountability for events in Somalia because the most significant tragic issue 

with the American involvement in Somalia, the Battle of Mogadishu, where 19 U.S. 

troops were killed occurred on October 3-4, 1993, days after CJCS Powell retired. What 

was clear is that the mission evolved over time, was imprecise, and not well planned or 

integrated.  

End of the Cold War, The Base Force, and Defense Planning Guidance 

Sometimes it is difficult to place planning and decisions in context without a 

synchronization matrix and timeline but defense planning for the post-Cold War world 
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was well underway before Iraq invaded Kuwait and both SECDEF Cheney and CJCS 

Powell were briefing Congress before those events unfolded. Any analysis on the use of 

force decisions that followed also were informed through this lens and its accompanying 

force planning construct called the Base Force. The Base Force concept was a work in 

progress from 1989-1992 that was worked out in the bureaucratic trenches of the Joint 

Staff, OSD, and the Services. The work both informed and shaped strategic planning 

documents and iteratively was informed by them. The Base Force concept was a 

reduction of the Armed Forces following the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of 

the Cold War and it was designed to avoid breaking the force or reducing their quality. It 

was a concept designed to meet the potential challenges of an unclear strategic future. 

It was also prudent planning and politically wise to get ahead of any bureaucratic plays 

that might significantly reduce key capability and capacity while preserving the ability to 

meet an array of possible threats. It was a combination of capability and threat-based 

planning.154 Importantly, President Bush accepted the analytical framework and 

supported the “base force” concept.155 

From his perspective SECDEF Cheney acknowledged that amongst the 

President’s advisors and within the Pentagon there were differing views on how to 

approach the breakup of the Soviet Union and how to proceed in an uncertain world 

now that the biggest adversary was no longer the same. Mr. Cheney initiated hard looks 

at U.S. nuclear capability and the Single Integrated Operation Plan (SIOP) and 

concluded that the U.S. could make significant reductions in the size of its nuclear 
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forces and still preserve its deterrent capabilities and consolidated operational 

command of sea, land, and air based strategic nuclear forces into one command, U.S. 

Strategic Command (USSTRATCOM). Mr. Cheney tasked his policy team to use the 

base force approach and lessons learned from Desert Storm to develop a new Defense 

Planning Guidance (DPG) document which was a fundamental revision in U.S. defense 

policy and strategy that represented a shift from a focus on the global threat posed by 

the Soviet Union to defense planning based on regional threats.156 It also focused on 

working to “preclude hostile, nondemocratic domination of a region critical to our 

interests,” focused on alliances, and enhanced security cooperation. This approach 

anticipated the security environment while also working to shape it to advance U.S. 

security objectives.157 

Although these efforts were ultimately a team sport there was friction between 

the OSD, the CJCS/JS, and the Services. Throughout the process CJCS Powell was so 

out front in advocating for the base force he took a lot of heat for destroying civ-mil 

relations and crossing the line in a Foreign Affairs magazine article he wrote essentially 

laying out the base force and the strategy for it. “I was asked to do it by the editors of 

Foreign Affairs. I did it; it was rewritten extensively many times to make sure it was 

consistent with all the policies, cleared by OSD, read by the secretary of defense 

[Cheney] and [NSA] Scowcroft, and everyone was congratulating me on doing it. It was 

printed in Foreign Affairs, and I think it is still a pretty good article. Some had the view 

 
156 Note: the DPG is not the only iterative strategic document that was important. Multiple strategic documents 
both informed and were informed by these planning efforts including but not limited to the National Military 
Strategy (NMS), the Joint Strategic Capabilities Plan (JSCP), and the Contingency Planning Guidance (CPG).   
157 Cheney, Dick. In My Time, 2011, 235-236. 
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“How dare the chairman of the Joint Chiefs write an article on national security policy?” I 

have never done a Lexus Nexus search, but I don’t think I’m the first chairman who ever 

wrote an article, and I’m certainly not the last.”158  The administration was comfortable 

with CJCS Powell being the lead salesman on advocating the policy because he had 

built up considerable credibility and was immensely popular and while there would be 

pushback from Congress, it placed them in a difficult position to publicly challenge a 

popular military figure. 

CJCS Powell tried to structure the Base Force in a way that would make it 

exceedingly difficult for Congress to keep cutting the military. In this way he used his 

considerable political acumen to shape the debate. This was the Bush Administration’s 

calculated and calibrated effort to attempt to reduce defense spending after the Cold 

War without significantly weakening the military. Under this plan spending would be cut 

by 25 percent over five years and the contingency planning shifted from preparing for 

war with the Soviet Union to smaller regional wars. The objective was to be able to fight 

two major regional wars with rotational units available for reinforcement and 

replacement, while maintaining a separate nuclear force. The Base Force plan 

consisted of 18 Army divisions (12 active and six reserve), 15 active and 11 reserve 

tactical fighter wings, and 451 ships, including 12 aircraft carriers.159  

CJCS Powell was the leading public advocate, but the concept was ultimately 

supported by SECDEF Cheney, USD(P) Wolfowitz, and the preponderance of the 
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civilian and military leadership in the DoD.  In addition to being a firm believer in the 

Base Force Concept, General Powell was the point of continuity when the Clinton 

Administration came to office, so he was the natural face of advocacy because all the 

senior DoD civilians who crafted the strategy left during the change in administration.  

Notably, while changes were made after CJCS Powell left office the idea of a Base 

Force or a minimum force capable of performing multiple missions and roles in 

response to crisis or contingency endures though it has gone through countless 

permutations during every subsequent administration. CJCS Powell’s leadership in 

prudently planning and shaping force structure at the end of the Cold War may not have 

been politically popular, especially with the new administration seeking an even bigger 

peace dividend at the end of the Cold War following the recent successful military 

operations in Panama and Iraq, but it was critical in maintaining a strong military that 

continues to underpin U.S. national security.160 

Effectiveness 

The answers to my original three related questions for this SECDEF/CJCS team 

are summed up as follows. How effective have Secretaries of Defense and their 

respective Chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff been in advising the President in 

facilitating successful U.S. military and foreign policy?  SECDEF Cheney and 

CJCS General Powell were extremely effective in advising the president and facilitating 

U.S. military and foreign policy when placed into historical context however they were 

 
160 The context for the DPG episode is laid out in an essay by Eric Edelman. Edelman, Eric S. “THE STRANGE CAREER 
OF THE 1992 DEFENSE PLANNING GUIDANCE.” In In Uncertain Times: American Foreign Policy after the Berlin Wall 
and 9/11, edited by Melvyn P. Leffler and Jeffrey W. Legro, 1st ed., 63–77. Cornell University Press, 2011. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctt7v90j.8. 
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not perfect and depending on who you ask they either started the “era of a too powerful 

CJCS and JS” or “managed to operate as exceptional team where the SECDEF was 

extremely powerful” and “was one of the best Secretaries.”  They were extremely 

successful in both orchestrating and completing operations in Panama during Just 

Cause and they were successful in tactically, operationally, and strategically 

accomplishing the specific stated goals for the first Iraq war, Operation Desert Storm.  

Considering this historical record, what type of relationship between the 

two enabled success or failure? As SECDEF and CJCS Mr. Cheney and General 

Powell were close and had a respectful and healthy working relationship. They did not 

always agree but some of the informality between them enabled mutual respect and 

admiration while they served in these positions. They had a history of service together 

before they came to these positions and the fact that Mr. Cheney was able to use the 

unique talents and political expertise that General Powell had from his previous roles as 

NSA and as a Military Assistant made best use of their combined skill sets which were 

complementary.  

Did the post Goldwater-Nichols structural design of this relationship enable 

them to make effective decisions? Yes, it clearly did. General Powell made great use 

of all its provisions to effectively influence strategy, operations, and balance service 

equities and combatant commander requirements. As SECDEF, Mr. Cheney achieved 

dominant civilian control in this structure with his skilled use of power. Both men were 

successful because they built and managed relationships with all stakeholders and 

ensured that the President, NSC, and Congress were informed and advised on all 
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matters where they were required to make decisions. Although they were not successful 

in all their goals, they remain one of the most successful SECDEF and CJCS teams.  

General Powell was the first CJCS to make full use of the power and prestige 

that the GWN Act allowed for the Chairman position. He successfully converted the 

CJCS into a dominant player in the national security interagency process and he relied 

on an empowered Joint Staff and his own political skills to eclipse all other military 

voices, mostly with civilian endorsement. Scholars Urben and Feaver argued in a piece 

called “The Consequential Chairman How Colin Powell Changed Civil Military 

Relations,” that “No chairman before or since has had quite the amount of political clout 

that Powell enjoyed at his apex.” They argue that this was because he helped the 

country transition from the Cold War to a “more confusing era” without making some of 

the mistakes previous leaders made by demobilizing and withdrawing from 

commitments too extensively. The operational successes in Panama and Iraq remain 

models of restraint and rapid execution using appropriate force which rebuilt confidence 

inside and outside the military after the Vietnam War. General Powell was a 

controversial figure though too because he sought to shape the post-cold war 

environment and defense drawdown by publicly and privately promoting the Base Force 

to deliberately constrain Congress and the Clinton administration from making deep 

cuts in the DoD budget.161 

General Powell was an anomaly though. His career trajectory in the Army was 

unusual in that he spent more time in Washington as a general officer than he did in 

 
161 Urben, Heidi., Peter D. Feaver. “The Consequential Chairman How Colin Powell Changed Civil-Military Relations, 
Foreign Affairs, October 27, 2021, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2021-10-
27/consequential-chairman 
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command billets. As the first African American CJCS, and popular officer and politician, 

he was unique. That is close to impossible to replicate now because that is not a viable 

opportunity for a career path in the post 9/11 Army that focuses almost exclusively on 

tactical and operational development and prioritizes that over all else regardless of the 

Army’s public proclamations that they value broadening experiences outside the 

traditional lock step command and staff career gates. General Powell was arguably the 

most powerful CJCS in the post GWN Act era and was the most influential in the 

interagency process because of his experiences and bureaucratic skill. Urben and 

Feaver said it well. “He mattered as much as any Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 

before or since, and today’s generation of military leaders continue to operate if not in 

his shadow, then at least in his debt.”162  His success however also made it challenging 

for his successors and that is evident in the following case studies.  

The SECDEF Cheney – CJCS Powell era and Desert Storm also ushered in 

what was known as the “CNN effect” where conflicts and wars were covered and 

viewed in near real time (and now real time) and were covered intensively at all 

locations. These fed news and information cycles which impacted decisions. It also 

reintroduced American military generals and admirals as celebrities and created 

legends. The successes of the conflicts during their tenure restored American 

confidence in the military and the national security establishment and did much to erase 

the ghosts of Vietnam. As the lone superpower standing at the end of the Cold War it 

also led to mission creep and diverted serious thought from real issues, such as post 

 
162 Ibid. 
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conflict planning, that were never fully exposed at the time but eventually would become 

issues later.    
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Chapter 6: The Secretary Dominates by Snowflake – Rumsfeld, Myers, and Pace  

  “I don’t do warm and fuzzy.” 
    Donald Rumsfeld163 

Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld is the only man to have served in the 

position twice and his brusque manner during his second stint as secretary was not 

always welcomed by those who served in the Pentagon. The SECDEF Rumsfeld – 

CJCS Myers/CJCS Pace era was defined by and focused on the September 11, 2001, 

attacks, the Invasion of Afghanistan, the Invasion of Iraq, and the subsequent wars in 

both places. It also covers more broadly the Global War on Terror (GWOT) 

counterterrorism fights. The relationship between SECDEF Rumsfeld and these two 

CJCS is analyzed as well.  

Army General Hugh Shelton was the CJCS for the majority of the first year of the 

President George W. Bush Administration and was the CJCS on September 11, 2001. 

General Shelton was involved in the initial decisions following the attack, but his term 

concluded later that month and he was replaced by Air Force General Richard Myers on 

September 30, 2011.164  The research for this study indicated that these chairmen did 

not always agree with Secretary Rumsfeld, and they differed on key decisions 

surrounding operating consistent with American values, the laws of war, and rules of 

engagement. Despite that they were partially effective and worked together to achieve 

some successes in leading the DoD, in their war time decision making, and use of force 

advice to the President during one of the most challenging operating environments. 

 
163 Donald Rumsfeld, Wednesday, July 30, 2008, during a WHF Speaker Seminar.  
164 General Shelton served as CJCS primarily under Secretary Cohen in the Clinton Administration. 
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President George W. Bush Administration (43) 

The administration got off to a late start because of the post-election Supreme 

Court decisions that ultimately led to President Bush’s electoral college victory over 

former Clinton Vice President Al Gore in a closely contested election. That delay did not 

allow for a smooth transition between administrations and hampered the new 

administration’s ability to get confirmed nominees in place.  SECDEF Rumsfeld was not 

a Bush 43 insider and was not a member of the “Vulcans,” the team of foreign policy 

advisors that helped shape President Bush’s foreign policy ideas during the 

campaign.165 Nevertheless Mr. Rumsfeld’s close association with Vice President 

Cheney earned him informal interviews for the SECDEF and Director of Central 

Intelligence (DCI) at the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) positions and ultimately 

President Bush selected him to be the SECDEF after Indiana Senator Dan Coats did 

not perform well in his interview with President Bush for the job. The President did not 

want to play referee between the strong and dynamic SECSTATE Colin Powell and 

whomever would serve as SECDEF, he wanted a SECDEF who could deal with Powell 

directly. President Bush also wanted a SECDEF with experience on defense issues, 

strong bureaucratic skills, and the personal toughness to serve as a counterweight to 

SECSTATE Powell who was an outsized popular public figure. Former SECSTATE 

George Shultz lobbied hard for Mr. Rumsfeld to get the job as SECDEF because he 

thought the person holding the job at DoD needed to know how to manage something 

big, somebody who knew Congress, and somebody who could fight a war, someone 

 
165 Mann, James. Rise of the Vulcans: The History of Bush's War Cabinet, Viking Press, Inc., 2004. 
http://proxy.library.jhu.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/books/rise-vulcans-history-bushs-war-
cabinet/docview/59964299/se-2?accountid=11752,  251-252 

http://proxy.library.jhu.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/books/rise-vulcans-history-bushs-war-cabinet/docview/59964299/se-2?accountid=11752
http://proxy.library.jhu.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/books/rise-vulcans-history-bushs-war-cabinet/docview/59964299/se-2?accountid=11752
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tough.166 Rumsfeld checked all those boxes and was selected and easily confirmed for 

the SECDEF position.   

Although the administration wanted an experienced leader and strong personality 

as SECDEF to counteract and balance the relationship between the DoD and State 

departments because of Colin Powell’s outsized celebrity stature, the selections for the 

DSD and Deputy SECSTATE positions made this situation worse. It was not a secret 

that Richard Armitage wanted a senior role in the DoD and that Paul Wolfowitz 

preferred the State Department. Neither man got the jobs they wanted and so 

Wolfowitz, a former USD(P), became the DSD and Armitage became the Deputy at 

State where he paired up with his best friend Colin Powell. That exacerbated some of 

the disagreements between the two most powerful cabinet agencies and secretaries.167 

President Bush’s plan for the DoD was ambitious and focused on accelerating a 

transformation.168 He faced an entrenched bureaucracy in the Pentagon and a 

Congress that wanted further cuts to the military. President Bush outlined what he 

wanted the DoD to become during his campaign.  

“Our forces in the next century must be agile, lethal, readily deployable, and 
require a minimum of logistical support. We must be able to project our power 
over long distances, in days or weeks rather than months. Our military must be 
able to identify targets by a variety of means, from a Marine patrol to a satellite. 
Then be able to destroy those targets almost instantly, with an array of weapons, 
from a submarine launched cruise missile, to mobile long-range artillery. On land, 
our heavy forces must be lighter. Our light forces must be more lethal. All must 
be easier to deploy. And these forces must be organized in smaller, more agile 
formations, rather than cumbersome divisions.”169 

 
166 Mann, Rise of the Vulcans, 2004, Chapter 17. 
167 Mann, Rise of the Vulcans 2004, Chapter 17. 
168 Donald Rumsfeld, Known and Unknown: A Memoir. United States: Penguin Publishing Group, 2011, 280. 
169 Bush, George W. “A Period of Consequences,” remarks at The Citadel, South Carolina, September 23, 1999. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2001/12/11/international/bushs-speech-at-the-citadel.html 

https://www.nytimes.com/2001/12/11/international/bushs-speech-at-the-citadel.html
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SECDEF Rumsfeld embraced this and added that defense and military leaders 

needed to be more forward looking and less conventional. Mr. Rumsfeld believed that 

transformation was more about leadership and organization than technology though 

they were all important. He felt that what prevented innovation and creativity was 

outdated organization charts and layers of bureaucracy that constrained the department 

from adapting quickly. He also understood that the President’s objectives and his own 

transformation ideas would face strong resistance from the “iron triangle of Congress, 

defense contractors, and the permanent DoD bureaucracy.”170 President Bush as the 

U.S.’ chief executive operated much as a senior executive in a corporation would and 

allowed Mr. Rumsfeld, and his other cabinet secretaries considerable flexibility in 

operating their departments and agencies and he didn’t micromanage.171 This enabled 

Mr. Rumsfeld to lead the DoD as he saw fit without having to ask permission for 

decisions that both the President and the SECDEF agreed were in his purview. Mr. 

Rumsfeld kept the President informed on major decisions and sought his concurrence 

when it was appropriate, such as hiring and firing senior personnel, but he did not 

bother the President with details of internal transformation initiatives unless he felt it was 

needed.  

Views on the Use of Force 

Prior to 9/11 the administration was focused on its domestic agenda, 

transforming the military, and ensuring its lethality after the expensive and suboptimal 

 
170 Rumsfeld, Donald.  Known and Unknowns, 2011, 295-297. 
171 President Bush relayed his view on leadership in multiple meetings during 2007-2008 when I served as a WHF 
during his administration. He operated as a CEO who empowered his subordinates to make decisions within their 
authority. He described this in his memoir Decision Points as well.  
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nation building efforts in Bosnia, Kosovo, and Somalia. The new Bush Administration 

did not want to get into military led humanitarian interventions or get involved in 

missions without clear purpose and an exit strategy. The idea to transform the force was 

to restore lethality to a force that had to some degree atrophied with these types of 

missions and were not prepared for future challenges that might entail fighting large, 

sophisticated forces from powerful adversaries. After 9/11 everything changed. 

President Bush outlined it succinctly when he released a statement on September 18, 

2001, accompanying his signing of Senate Joint Resolution 23, the "Authorization for 

Use of Military Force."  

“On September 11, 2001, terrorists committed treacherous and horrific acts of 
violence against innocent Americans and individuals from other 
countries.  Civilized nations and people around the world have expressed 
outrage at, and have unequivocally condemned, these attacks.  Those who plan, 
authorize, commit, or aid terrorist attacks against the United States and its 
interests -- including those who harbor terrorists -- threaten the national security 
of the United States.  It is, therefore, necessary, and appropriate that the United 
States exercise its rights to defend itself and protect United States citizens both 
at home and abroad.” He went on to say that “Our whole Nation is unalterably 
committed to a direct, forceful, and comprehensive response to these terrorist 
attacks and the scourge of terrorism directed against the United States and its 
interests.”172 

 

SECDEF Rumsfeld also had ideas on the of force and they reflected the new 

realities the administration had to deal with but with a less restrictive approach than the 

Weinberger and Powell doctrine. Mr. Rumsfeld placed more emphasis on the foreign 

policy context of military action. From his perspective, operations should be “in the U.S. 

national interest” but was not limited to “vital” interests. The difference between national 

 
172 President Bush Signs Authorization for Use of Military Force bill, September 18, 2001, https://georgewbush-
whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010918-10.html 

https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010918-10.html
https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010918-10.html
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and vital interests may be summed up as follows. National interests are “that which is 

deemed by a particular state (actor) to be a . . . desirable goal.”173 The attainment of this 

goal is something a state believes will have a positive impact on itself that could 

enhance the political, economic, security, environmental, and/or moral well-being of a 

populace and the associated state (actor) or national enterprise.174 A vital interest exists 

when an issue is so important to an actor’s well-being that its leadership can 

compromise only up to a certain point. Beyond that point, compromise is no longer 

possible because the potential harm to the actor would no longer be tolerable.175 From 

Mr. Rumsfeld’s perspective operations should also have clear goals and 

acknowledgement of the risks of casualties, and the mission should be “achievable at 

acceptable risk.” Moreover, he also believed in weighing both the risks of action and of 

inaction.176  In some ways SECDEF Rumsfeld was reacting against the casualty phobia 

mindset that permeated the DoD. He was mindful of casualties but understood that this 

was part of fighting wars and the military had become too cautious. He did not want the 

fear of casualties to overwhelm or completely constrain thinking or operations.  

Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and CJCS’ - General Richard Myers (USAF), 
General Peter Pace (USMC) 

 

Secretary Rumsfeld’s second turn as SECDEF lasted from January 20, 2001, to 

December 18, 2006. It was the third longest SECDEF tenure after Robert McNamara 

 
173 Berridge, G.R. and Alan James, A Dictionary of Diplomacy, Hampshire, UK: Palgrave-Macmillan, 2nd Ed., 2003,  
181. 
174 Blackwill, Robert D. “A Taxonomy for Defining U.S. National Security Interests in the 1990s and Beyond,” in  
Werner Weidenfeld and Josef Janning, eds., Europe in Global Change: Strategies and Options for Europe, 
Gutersloh, Germany: Bertelsmann Foundation Publishers, 1993, 10 
175 Neuchterlein, Donald E. United States National Interests in a Changing World, Lexington, KY: The University 
Press of Kentucky, 1973, 11. 
176 Stevenson, SECDEF, 2006, 170.  
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and Caspar Weinberger lasting 5 years and 332 days.177  Chairman Myers served first 

as the VCJCS and was the first VCJCS elevated to become CJCS. He served as CJCS 

from October 1,2001 to September 30, 2005, exactly 4 years. Chairman Pace was the 

second VCJCS elevated to become CJCS, and he served only one two-year term from 

October 1, 2005 – September 30, 2007.178  Myers and Pace had served together 

throughout their careers in joint assignments but admittedly neither had high level 

Washington, DC experience until they were each lieutenant generals. General Myers 

admitted as much in his memoir, where his first real direct access to high level 

intelligence, policy making, and foreign policy issues outside of defense was limited until 

he became the Assistant to the Chairman, a three-star general post, whose primary 

function is to serve as a senior military advisor to the Secretary of State. It was the first 

time he was exposed to the strategic big picture and the capabilities of the interagency 

and intelligence community179   

General Pace described his relationship with General Myers and how they both 

came to serve again with each other as VCJCS and CJCS. “Then when he was 

nominated to be Chairman, they basically asked him who does he want to have as his 

Vice Chairman and he said me. I already knew there was going to be a good fit there. 

So, we didn’t have this dog-meets-dog part of working with each other. General Myers 

was always, always very solicitous of my opinions, always wanted me to step up next to 

him instead of standing back a little bit like I should. He was as self-effacing in that role 

 
177 https://history.defense.gov/Multimedia/Biographies/Article-View/Article/571280/donald-h-rumsfeld/ 
178 Lowrey, Nathan S. The Chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 1949-2016, 2016, 199 and 211. 
179 Myers, Richard and McConnell, Malcolm. Eyes on the Horizon: Serving on the Front Lines of National Security. 
United Kingdom: Threshold Editions, 2009, 102-103. 

https://history.defense.gov/Multimedia/Biographies/Article-View/Article/571280/donald-h-rumsfeld/


129 
 

with his Vice Chairman as anybody could have possibly been. He really was never 

jealous of his prerogatives, always was looking for me to be his wing man instead of his 

deputy.”180  Neither Myers or Pace were particularly experienced, adept, or versed on 

the typical functions associated with the VCJCS position, which included focusing on 

internal requirements, acquisition, and budgeting among other things.  They became 

functionally adequate in the VCJCS job but not transformational. Both men ultimately 

did have the operational and combat backgrounds normally associated with the most 

promising CJCS.181 

The SECDEF Rumsfeld and CJCS Myers and later CJCS Pace era as civ-mil 

teams in the Pentagon started out with promise and possibilities to try to reform the 

Pentagon but quickly pivoted to warfighting in the aftermath of 9/11.  Early tactical and 

operational success in Afghanistan and Iraq held steady for a time but eventually 

deteriorated into an era of sustained conflict without clear objectives, a theory of victory, 

or exit strategy. Warfighting in numerous places became the primary focus of the 

department and the ideas for DoD reform that SECDEF Rumsfeld wanted to undertake 

were not realistically possible anymore. During this time frame the DoD also gained far 

more power in the interagency and the military became the answer to try to meet most 

of the challenges and the tool selected to fix most of the problems because of their 

ability to respond and meet foreign policy needs overseas whereas civilian agencies 

lacked capability and capacity.  What started out as seemingly successful wartime 

leadership turned into chaotic and unpopular wars with no end in sight.  

 
180 Pace, Peter. Oral History, 2016, 9. 
181 Lowrey, Nathan S. The Chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 1949-2016, 2016, 201, 217; Myers, 2009, 121-
125. 
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How They Operated 

In his tenure before 9/11, SECDEF Rumsfeld acknowledged that transformation 

was ongoing and continual, but he wanted to accelerate it. He also wanted to change 

civilian and military personnel systems and incentivize performance. According to 

SECDEF Rumsfeld, because of congressional restrictions and government labor unions 

it was almost impossible for DoD leaders to recruit, promote, transfer, or replace civilian 

workers efficiently which led to the reliance on military manpower and contractors to 

rapidly get jobs done and then replaced after jobs were completed.182 On the military 

side he felt the Services were too powerful in deciding who would get promoted to 

senior general and admiral and he felt that he should pay special attention to this 

because they would be the future Service and combatant command leadership. He was 

unequivocally correct on both counts. He wanted to change the status quo which was 

difficult for entrenched bureaucratic stakeholders to accept.   

Mr. Rumsfeld clearly believed in the GWN act, and he was intent on using all his 

authorities in it. His transformation plans were met with something “just short of 

organized resistance bordering on insubordination among a significant part of the senior 

uniformed officers.”183 There were considerable entrenched interests that were 

counterproductive to achieving the President’s transformation goals. SECDEF Rumsfeld 

was not wrong on much of this but his forcefulness, and his directive, abrasive 

leadership style ruffled feathers. He did not win over converts quickly because of “hurt 

feelings.” It was not always what he said or wanted done it was how he said it and went 

 
182 Rumsfeld, Donald. Known and Unknown, 2011, 298-299.  Note: almost nothing has changed in the government 
civilian operating model and the limited reforms Mr. Rumsfeld initiated were rolled back after he departed.   
183 Woodward, Bob. Bush at War. United Kingdom: Simon & Schuster UK, 2012, 23-24. 
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about doing it.184 His operating style was clearly a shock to the DoD ecosystem. 

Arguably he could have been more successful in these endeavors had he approached 

the task of transforming the department through listening, compromise, and building a 

coalition of like-minded professionals who could have assisted him in carrying out the 

task with a softer deft approach. The DoD he encountered in his second tenure as 

SECDEF was not the same one that he served in during his first tenure though it shared 

some of the same sclerotic bureaucratic issues. It was almost a different generation 

removed in the senior leadership of the military and the civilians.    

SECDEF Rumsfeld said he met with his CJCS about 1.3 times a day when it was 

General Shelton from January through September 2011 and recounted that in his first 

four months in office, he had 170 meetings with 44 different generals and admirals.185  

General Pace confirmed they met daily through Mr. Rumsfeld’s “Roundtable” meetings 

that he held every morning with the DSD, the USD(P), and the CJCS and VCJCS.186 

SECDEF Rumsfeld continued meeting with the CJCS, JCS, and combatant 

commanders frequently in the post 9/11 wartime environment and interacted with the 

CJCS daily on war strategy and use of force issues, but it was never anything close to 

an equal dialogue.   

The relational power dynamics involved indicate that SECDEF Rumsfeld 

deliberately chose qualified men to serve as CJCS but who were deliberately not like 

General Powell when he served as CJCS. General Myers and General Pace were 

 
184 This was the predominant view from people interviewed for this project and he outlined it somewhat in his 
memoir.  
185 “Post Interview with Defense Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld,” Washington Post, May 20, 2001. 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/nation/transcripts/rumsfeldtext051701.html 
186 Pace, Oral History Briefing Book, 3. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-srv/nation/transcripts/rumsfeldtext051701.html
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perceived as malleable and weaker by many people who served with them.187 It was 

understood that General Myers was someone who stayed in his lane and was a “get 

along to go along kind of guy.”188 General Pace was a self-effacing officer who was loyal 

to the SECDEF, stayed in his lane, and who advised others to stay in their lane too.189 

As mentioned earlier, prior to serving in these positions, neither of these men had deep 

Washington, DC high level policy making experience until they were already fairly 

senior. Although multiple people interviewed, and the literature highlighted, that Mr. 

Rumsfeld wanted and expected pushback and dialogue, his style of challenging 

everything was annoying and tiresome over time and to some degree senior leaders 

just tuned him out, especially the senior military leaders. 

SECDEF Rumsfeld was very engaged in selecting senior personnel along with 

the CJCS. Mr. Rumsfeld felt that since he had to make the recommendations to the 

President and the President made the nominations to the Senate, that he should be 

involved in leading it. He viewed it as an important responsibility even though it ruffled 

some feathers as he admitted in his memoir where he outlined his process.190 His 

former senior military assistant Admiral (Ret) James Stavridis outlined it in detail.  

“Rumsfeld had a unique process for 3-star and 4-star selection. He brought in his 
former Mil Assist from his first time as SECDEF, Stacer Holcomb.  Vice Admiral 
(Retired) Holcomb drove the process. He had a massive white board with all the 
"top" potential officers, binders full of their detailed service records, "score" 
sheets.  Rumsfeld would hold meetings of 1-2 hours weekly and go over 
everyone's record with the CJCS, VCJCS, DEPSECDEF plus the Senior Military 
Assistant as a kind of assistant record keeper and timekeeper.  They would 
hammer out a succession plan that looked out to roughly five years for every 4-

 
187 Multiple interviews indicate that Secretary Rumsfeld did not want a strong CJCS or Joint Staff.  
188 Perry, Mark. The Pentagon's Wars: The Military's Undeclared War Against America's Presidents. United States: 
Basic Books, 2017, 121. 
189 Perry, Mark. The Pentagon's Wars, 2017, 199-200. 
190 Rumsfeld, Donald. Known and Unknown, 2011, 299-301.  
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star and many key 3-star positions.  If he didn't know them well, Rumsfeld would 
have them in for 45 min interviews, which were very tough.  It was a detailed, 
unbiased, and well-run system -- best I've seen in either corporate or military 
worlds.  SECDEF R firmly believed that "A's hire A's, and B's higher C's” As 
someone who rightly saw himself as an "A," he wanted to keep those he felt were 
"A's" moving.  He was also keenly attuned to race, gender, and ethnic 
background in addition to keeping the paramount focus on operational and 
strategic skills.191 

 

This was a different operating style and brought in a system that deviated from 

the old way of doing business and it occasionally resulted in rejecting the Services 

preferred candidates for key positions. When SECDEF Rumsfeld also named a retired 

Special Forces general to lead the Army (General Peter Schoomaker) and a Marine 

Corps general (General James Jones) to command NATO and U.S. European 

Command (USEUCOM) that was also a significant break from the status quo 

assignment process.192 This operating style caused a lot of internal friction with the 

senior uniformed military.  

 SECDEF Rumsfeld knew these decisions were not popular, but he believed in 

them and did not get significant pushback from the CJCS.  Importantly, he had the full 

backing of the President. Mr. Rumsfeld relied heavily on the CJCS and VCJCS and 

included them in his inner circle. He relayed his philosophy on this explaining. “I felt 

strongly that the Secretary of Defense and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff needed 

to be closely linked, especially during wartime. And with Myers, it was easy to put that 

 
191 Email exchange with Admiral (Retired) Stavridis, October 27, 2021; Pace, Peter. Oral History, 2016, 11. 
192 Stevenson, Charles. SECDEF, 2006, 175. 



134 
 

principle into practice. I believe we averaged 3-4 hours a day together while we held our 

posts.”193 

 CJCS Myers described his relationship with SECDEF Rumsfeld as professional, 

and it would have been easy to be friends, but they were not. They developed a lot of 

trust over time but there were built in tensions based on their different statutory roles. 

General Myers described one of the areas of tensions as occurring over the 

Congressionally required classified Chairman’s Risk Assessment (CRA) which was the 

CJCS’ assessment prepared by the JS and Services that assessed the military’s ability 

to carry out the National Military Strategy (NMS). During the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan the military risk increased, and this was “not always the message our 

civilian leadership to hear.”194  

For context, to be clear, this is always a structural point of friction in the 

relationship with the military assessing doom and gloom and civilians looking at it 

somewhat differently, usually willing to accept more risk in how they categorize the 

overall situation. Both have valid points, and neither is fully correct, so the document 

and the annual ritual this effort entails becomes an effort with tradeoffs that has lost its 

usefulness over time. It is not actually used to prioritize resources or properly linked to 

the endless amount of other strategic guidance or direction coming out of the White 

House or OSD and it reflects a classic example of Miles’ Law in action.   

Other senior people interviewed for this project highlighted that this was an issue 

in previous SECDEF and CJCS relationships and it most definitely existed in 

 
193 Rumsfeld, Donald. Known and Unknown, 2011, 368. 
194 Myers, Richard, and Malcolm McConnell. Eyes on the Horizon. United Kingdom: Threshold Editions, 2009. 
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subsequent ones too. The plethora of strategic guidance jointly or independently 

developed, are key friction areas in the Pentagon and consume exponential man hours 

of development, negotiating back and forth, and ultimately selling them to each other, 

the Congress, and the White House, often with circular arguments. The range of 

documents that the Pentagon and the JS are required to produce under the purview of 

the SECDEF and CJCS beyond the budget is astonishing and includes the: National 

Defense Strategy (NDS), formerly the Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), the 

Defense Planning Guidance (DPG), Guidance for Employment of the Force (GEF), the 

Contingency Planning Guidance (CPG), the Nuclear Posture review (NPR), the Missile 

Defense Review (MDR), and a load of additional reports plus from the JS the 

aforementioned CRA,NMS, and the Joint Strategic Campaign Plans (JSCP – which 

used to be the Joint Strategic Capabilities Plan and is now the Joint Strategic Campaign 

Plans). The war plans, future focused warfighting scenarios, and theater campaign and 

posture plans are also part of the equation with combatant commands, Service, JS, and 

OSD equities consistently in various states of revision and approval.195   

What happens when a new administration comes in or a new SECDEF or CJCS 

takes over, is that different parts of these efforts are redone based on new guidance 

and a desire to make one’s presence felt, causing a trickle-down effect. Although 

intended to be sequential and iterative that has become increasingly challenging and 

nearly impossible. It was exceedingly painful in the Rumsfeld-Myers era, and it remains 

so now which sets the stage for why SECDEF and CJCS use of force decisions and war 

time decision making in the post GWN era is increasingly complex and why what follows 

 
195 Experience working on and producing these documents over three administrations, four CJCS, and six SECDEFs. 
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in this case study must be judged with an understanding of some of process making 

that goes into translating Presidential guidance and direction into actionable operations 

and orders.196 Since the Cheney-Powell era the requirements to produce studies and 

reports has grown over time. Mr. Rumsfeld attempted to eliminate some of the 

redundancies in the OSD and JS staff and working these processes but largely failed in 

that endeavor due to differences in statutory requirements, and internal and external 

resistance. 

Advisor Relationship with President Bush (43) and the NSC 

“To not be trusted is unsettling to a military guy, because we don’t understand 
why you wouldn’t.” – CJCS General Peter Pace197 

 

As VCJCS and later CJCS General Pace described working within the NSC as 

very collaborative but there were conflicts. There was a somewhat poisonous 

Department of State and Department of Defense dynamic because of the two 

heavyweights in SECSTATE Powell and SECDEF Rumsfeld and their differing views on 

the use of force, department roles and responsibilities, personalities, and views of the 

NSC and the NSC process. SECDEF Rumsfeld and the rest of the senior leaders at 

DoD did not want and did not appreciate SECSTATE Powell stating his views on 

military matters. Powell’s outsized persona and inability to resist advising on military 

matters were viewed as meddlesome and infringing on their territory in the policy 

 
196 Presidential guidance can come in multiple forms but is typically codified in Summaries of Conclusion (SOCs) 
which are then translated into Planning Orders (PLANORDS), Operations Orders (OPORDS), the Secretary’s Orders 
Book (SDOB), and Execute Orders (EXORDS). 
197 Pace, Peter. Oral History, 2016, 5. 
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process.  The literature and interviews corroborated this view. General Pace described 

that  

“You have a very strong Secretary of State, you have a very strong Secretary of 
Defense, and they’re basically telling their guys don’t talk to each other—on 
occasion. So, when Secretary Rumsfeld tells you don’t talk anymore to Secretary 
Powell, the answer from the military chain of command is, “Aye-aye, sir.” I have 
responsibility to talk to those folks. If you’re talking to Secretary Powell and 
you’re making sure that Secretary Rumsfeld knows you’re doing this, it’s making 
him cranky. Secretary Powell knows that you’re not supposed to be, as far as 
your boss is concerned. So, it just makes it more difficult. So, Secretary Powell 
would call me on occasion, and say, “Hey, Pete.” I would give him the answers 
he wanted, but then I would tell the Secretary that I got a phone call, I gave the 
answers.”198 “Secretary Powell and the strength of Secretary Rumsfeld worked to 
the detriment of the country on occasion because they didn’t like to share their 
toys and they didn’t always see eye to eye. If the President didn’t know about it, 
the President didn’t know about it, so it just festered. I think that served us poorly 
a couple of times in Iraq.”199  

 

In the first term of the Bush 43 Administration, NSA Condoleeza Rice often had 

to be the referee as General Pace relayed. “Condi, God bless her, would just kind of get 

in the locker room saying, “OK, boys, break.” Because she was so smart, she was able 

to get the discussion back into the issues involved as opposed to who should win.”200  

This is explained differently by Mr. Rumsfeld who essentially thought Rice as NSA was 

ineffective or worse as described in his memoir. She did however have the full 

confidence of the President and his ear. This illustrated just how difficult it was to 

manage egos and personalities in the first term of the Bush 43 Administration.201 

 
198 Pace, Peter. Oral History, 2016, 7-8. 
199 Pace, Peter. Oral History 2016, 39-40. 
200 Pace, Peter. Oral History, 2016, 40. 
201 Rumsfeld, Donald. Known and Unknown, 2011, 316-330. 
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General Pace described President Bush’s approach operating in the NSC as 

engaged and questioning which would help the President think through issues. As 

CJCS, General Pace also had what he called one-on-ones with President Bush that 

allowed the President to ask him questions that he wasn’t ready to ask in front of other 

people that required a deeper discussion. It gave the CJCS the opportunity to back brief 

President Bush on issues that he had previously asked that he wanted to tell him 

without telling everybody else yet. Although it was called a one-on-one meeting, the 

President, Vice President, SECDEF, SECSTATE, NSA, and the Chief of Staff of the 

White House were often in the room.202  

As CJCS General Pace also relayed another key perspective on both SECDEF 

Rumsfeld and President Bush which was insightful from a civ-mil operating perspective 

and how senior civilians view providing military advice. CJCS Pace said that SECDEF 

Rumsfeld told him: 

“General, don’t you presume to understand what the President of the United 
States or the Secretary of Defense can or cannot do politically. What I need from 
you is your best military advice.” I swallowed a little bit and I said, “Aye, aye, sir.” 
What that freed me up to do now was from that day forward I would preface my 
comments with, “My best military advice is.” I would give pure military advice, 
which then signaled to the Secretary and to the President that I knew that they 
had other things to think about. If they wanted my opinion about that they could 
ask me, but as long as they were asking me for my advice, I was going to 
constrain my advice to my military left and right limits and give them a straight 
shot. That actually was quite emancipating in not having to think about anything 
other than what my job was, which was to give them the best military advice. So, 
Secretary Rumsfeld was that way and the President was that way.”203  

 

 
202 Pace, Peter. Oral History, 2016. 32-33. 
203 Pace, Peter. Oral History, 2016, 33-34. 
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CJCS Pace also acknowledged however that SECDEF Rumsfeld would let him have 

the opportunity with the President to state his view if it was different than Mr. Rumsfeld’s 

which was in keeping with the intent for the CJCS position.204 

A key thing about President Bush that CJCS Pace and others recounted in the 

interviews and literature was that he has never forgotten the consequences of the 

decisions he made as President and Commander in Chief. Once President Bush made 

difficult military decisions, he resourced them and never second-guessed them. He was 

decisive as a President and Commander in Chief. He remembered the consequences to 

the military and their families and continues to honor and help those who need it.205 

President Bush also met consistently with his commanders in Washington, DC or via 

video teleconference and wanted to hear their perspectives, a tradition that continued in 

similar veins with the Presidents that followed in the job.   

Other books and literature indicate there was more friction in the NSC process 

than the rose-colored glasses view by General Pace and that there were oftentimes 

lively debates.206 The Bob Woodward books, including Bush at War (which should 

always be look at through a skeptical lens because of exaggeration, hyperbole, and the 

occasional inclusion of imprecise information), indicated that there was a lot of crisis 

management and chaos, and the preponderance of available primary source 

documents and other books indicate that was true. The other thing various people 

interviewed concluded is that the NSC process, while professional and robust, did not 

 
204 Pace, Peter. Oral History, 2016, 35-36. 
205 Pace, Peter. Oral History, 2016, 36. 
206 General Pace’s own words here are used because far less is written and known about his role and viewpoints 
than the other main characters involved.  
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always come away with clear and synchronized understandings of what was going on or 

the outcomes of decisions. Piecing through the enormous amounts of Mr. Rumsfeld’s 

“snowflakes” are only truly valuable when paired with the specific Summaries of 

Conclusions from Deputies Committees, Principles Committee, and NSC Meetings, 

most of which remain unavailable or classified.207 They are useful to understand the 

context, thinking, and debates, but a lot of the “snowflakes” were inconclusive working 

papers.     

The other thing that the first term of the Bush Administration suffered from was 

group think and confirmation bias that was highlighted after the fact with respect to the 

reasons for going to war with Iraq. The charge that all the principals lied was used for 

political purposes and President Bush summed it up himself. The mantra became “Bush 

Lied, People Died. The charge was illogical. If I wanted to lead the country into war, why 

would I pick an allegation that was certain to be disproven publicly shortly after we 

invaded the country?” He also pointed out that members of the previous administration 

and most of Congress all read the same intelligence information and concluded that Iraq 

had WMDs. The intelligence agencies from other countries also concluded this. 

President Bush went on to say that “Nobody was lying. We were all wrong.” “That was a 

massive blow to our credibility- my credibility- that would shake the confidence of the 

American people.”208 The literature supports this view, but it also illustrates how easily 

confirmation bias and group think in both intelligence and policy making can and does 

contribute to bad decisions and how things can go wrong.  

 
207 Obtaining these from the National Archives takes extensive digging and archivists were partially helpful but 
were dealing with higher priority requests from Congress and other government agencies.   
208 Bush, George W. Decision Points. New York: Crown Publishers, 2010, Kindle Edition, Chapter 8. 
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The interagency dynamic changed considerably from President Bush’s first and 

second terms. In the first term Bush was a new President who campaigned on a 

domestic agenda and was thrust into a wartime foreign policy crisis that he himself did 

not have extensive experience in. His NSC and cabinet consisted of experienced 

advisors with competing interests who did not always work well together. In the second 

term NSA Rice became his SECSTATE and her deputy NSA, Stephen Hadley, became 

the NSA. SECDEF Rumsfeld was still at DoD but did not have the relationship Rice had 

with Bush. President Bush played a very different role during the Iraqi surge debate, for 

instance, than he did during the Iraq War debate. In the lead up to the Iraq War he 

relied on his advisors not necessarily on what to do but how to do it. In the Iraqi surge 

debate he listened to a broader range of expert inputs both inside and outside the 

administration and he focused on more detailed aspects of the situation. Later, after 

Rumsfeld resigned and Gates took over as SECDEF things ran much smoother in the 

NSC and between the SECSTATE and SECDEF. Moreover, in the second term 

President Bush was experienced in the most difficult national security matters and was 

more confident in himself and his advisors.  

Key Use of Force Advice, Decisions, and Outcomes 

"It is not our responsibility to force our democratic beliefs on other countries. How 
is it conceivable to think that we have it all figured out when less than 100 years 
ago women didn’t have the right to vote, and slavery existed in our country. The 
U.S. is still developing. It is not our responsibility to force our democratic beliefs 
on other countries.  However, even a monkey coming down from outer space, 
could tell you that free political systems and free economies lead to prosperous 
nations. It is our role to help other countries. How can we know what's right and 
corresponds with the evolution of a specific country? It's impossible when we are 
still trying to figure it out.”  - Donald Rumsfeld209 

 
209 Moderated discussion with White House Fellows, July 30, 2008. 



142 
 

 In many ways that statement sums up the challenges the Bush Administration 

faced after it became a nation at war and the wars did not go as planned. What started 

out with limited goals and objectives to respond to the 9/11 terrorist attacks with military 

force resulted in mission creep well beyond what was previously imagined.  In the early 

days of the administration, senior policy makers indicated that they did not do nation 

building but the fight against terrorists devolved into what became exactly that – nation 

building – while continuing to fight a counterterrorism campaign and later an insurgency 

in Afghanistan and Iraq. The wars were conducted in two very different countries with 

different cultures requiring different approaches in the USCENTCOM area of operations 

that was not prepared or postured to execute quickly or decisively.  

September 11, 2001 

Synopsis - On 9/11 the world changed. In the context of America being attacked, 

while the twin towers of the World Trade Center and the Pentagon were burning, and 

Flight 93 went down in Pennsylvania the first military use of force decision was made.210 

After SECDEF Rumsfeld went back into the Pentagon after assisting casualties in the 

Pentagon parking lot following the attack there, he connected with VCJCS Myers who 

was on the Hill testifying for his confirmation hearing to become CJCS when the attacks 

in New York occurred. They went into the National Military Command Center (NMCC) 

where they were in contact with the President both in the air and later at Offutt Air Force 

Base, Nebraska, and the Vice President who was in the bunker at the White House. 

The CJCS, General Shelton, was in South America at the time and was not in the 

 
210 Earlier in April 2001 the EP-3 collision with the Chinese fighter occurred which caused a military crisis, but this 
was ultimately resolved diplomatically.   
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decision-making loop during the initial stages of the crisis or response. Given the 

ongoing events and unknown threat situation the senior leaders ordered Threat 

Condition (THREATCON) Delta, the highest alert level and discussed raising the 

Defense Condition (DEFCON) level to 3, an increased state of alert for the military 

which is two levels short of full-scale war.  

Debate and Decision to Use Military Force - They ordered combat air patrols in 

the skies over Washington, DC, and scrambled fighter jets to protect Air Force One. 

They also executed continuity of government plans and sent personnel to the 

designated alternate sites. The President relayed via Vice President Cheney the 

“weapons free” order which authorized pilots performing the combat air patrol mission to 

shoot down planes approaching high value targets. That included shooting down 

commercial airliners if necessary. Previously there were no rules of engagement 

approved or developed for when and how U.S. pilots should handle situations like 

hijacked civilian aircraft that might be used as missiles to further attack American 

targets in the homeland.211 

Result – After they determined there were no further immediate threats from 

hijackers the government began fully functioning but at a heightened state of alert and 

intensity. In the hours and days that followed, the U.S. and the world galvanized in 

shows of support and solidarity and NATO unanimously invoked Article 5 which states 

that “an armed attack against one…shall be considered an attack against them all.”212 

The President and the NSC began to prepare for what was to come and to find those 

 
211 Rumsfeld, Donald. Known and Unknown, 2011, 338-340; Myers, Richard. Eyes On the Horizon, 2009, 151-158. 
212 The North Atlantic Treaty, Article 5, Washington, DC, April 4, 1949. 
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_110496.htm 

https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_110496.htm
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who did this and destroy them and their resources.  Planning began immediately for 

operations designed to go after terrorists with a strong offense. The principal motivation 

in SECDEF Rumsfeld’s mind was self-defense, not retaliation, but it would be designed 

to deter and dissuade others from thinking terrorism against the U.S. would advance 

their cause.213 In short order the U.S. determined that Osama bin Laden and al Qaeda 

were responsible for the attacks and began planning in earnest to attack them where 

they operated – in Afghanistan. The President, Vice President, SECDEF Rumsfeld, and 

VCJCS Myers showed calm, decisive leadership while the nation was under threat. 

Afghanistan – Operation Enduring Freedom 

Synopsis - Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan began on Oct 7, 2001.  

The U.S. military had no war plan set up to target the Taliban government or al-Qaeda 

prior to 9/11 and had to move quickly to create one. Preliminary options proposed by 

the CJCS, General Shelton, were to use cruise missiles to strike al-Qaeda training 

camps, a larger combination of land an air launched cruise missiles, and a robust 

combined air-ground campaign with special operations forces followed by conventional 

ground troops.214  

Debate and Decision to Use Military Force - President Bush was interested in 

this third option and gave guidance to plan quickly and creatively. Within weeks military 

and diplomatic outreach plans were developed, briefed, and quickly executed though 

they were not easy or pretty. When anyone, even the President, wants an operational 

plan badly it is usually incomplete, and this was no exception. That was also because 

 
213 Rumsfeld, Donald. Known and Unknown, 2011, 242-243. 
214 Myers, Richard. Eyes On The Horizon, 2009, 166; Rumsfeld, Donald. Known and Unknown, 2011, 358.  
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the DoD did not have existing contingency plans or options developed for anything in 

Afghanistan. In fact, the CIA took the lead up front because they had established 

relationships inside Afghanistan and Pakistan and had been working with their assets 

and the Northern Alliance in Afghanistan for years. They also had some of the expertise 

that the DoD lacked at the time and a better, yet imperfect, understanding of the country 

and its complex tribal dynamics.   

Mr. Rumsfeld saw the lack of realistic plans from CENTCOM as both a challenge 

and an opportunity to break up the old legacy contingency planning system and create 

flexible military options which were initially ad hoc but offered a different way of thinking. 

His forceful personality in this case was a welcome addition for the President who was 

not impressed with the unoriginal thinking that emanated from the Pentagon which 

lacked creativity and a sense of urgency. In this way Mr. Rumsfeld became the strong 

force behind pushing for new ways of planning and executing missions and he looked at 

small units from the SOF community as key assets to leverage for this mission in a 

leading capacity. 

The original goals for military use of force in Afghanistan were limited. Those 

goals were: to make sure the Taliban and other nations that harbored terrorists paid a 

price; to acquire intelligence for future operations against a-Qaeda and the Taliban; to 

develop relationships with key groups in Afghanistan that opposed the Taliban and al-

Qaeda; to make it difficult for terrorists to use Afghanistan to operate in; to alter the 

military balance in Afghanistan by denying the Taliban offensive systems that would 
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stop opposition forces; and to provide humanitarian relief to the Afghan people suffering 

under the Taliban.215   

How the Operation Unfolded in 2001 - The initial forces used were Tomahawk 

Land-Attack Missiles (TLAMs) fired by the Navy, Joint Direct Attack Munitions (JDAMs) 

by Air Force B-2 stealth bombers, groups of Special Operations Forces (SOF), and CIA 

Paramilitary operators. This was an extremely light footprint but realistically the best 

option on a limited timetable. The JCS wanted more air support and firepower and 

heavier forces but from the beginning the mission was small and included forces from 

seven coalition partners: the UK, Canada, Germany, Australia, Italy, New Zealand, and 

the Afghan Northern Alliance. There were limited military targets in Afghanistan to target 

and choose from. Ultimately, these U.S. led coalition forces enabled the fall of Kabul 

and the Taliban government in December 2001 liberating millions of Afghans.  

The military campaign in Afghanistan in 2001 was a resounding military success. 

The U.S. essentially toppled the Taliban government with 110 CIA officers, 350 SOF 

forces, approximately 5,000 Marines and Army Rangers, who were backed by 

overwhelming air power. Up to 15,000 Taliban fighters were killed or taken prisoner 

while 12 Americans were killed. This initial tactical approach of using SOF forces to pair 

with local forces and precision air strikes became a model for future military campaign 

 
215 Department of Defense news transcript, “Rumsfeld and Myers Briefing on Enduring Freedom,” October 7, 2001, 
https://avalon.law.yale.edu/sept11/dod_brief22.asp and  Office of the Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld 
“snowflake” to Douglas Feith, "Strategy," October 30, 2001, with Attachment, "U.S. Strategy in Afghanistan," 
National Security Council, October 16, 2001, 7:42 a.m., 7. https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-
book/afghanistan/2021-08-19/afghanistan-2020-20-year-war-20-documents  

https://avalon.law.yale.edu/sept11/dod_brief22.asp
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-book/afghanistan/2021-08-19/afghanistan-2020-20-year-war-20-documents
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-book/afghanistan/2021-08-19/afghanistan-2020-20-year-war-20-documents


147 
 

and provided the foundation for how the U.S. waged war in Afghanistan, Iraq, and 

Syria.216  

Results – After the initial success of the military campaign things got interesting 

because the Taliban, though out of power, regrouped and reconstituted and eventually 

resumed fighting as an insurgency against the fledgling U.S. backed government. 

Building a new transitional government with Hamid Karzai as the leader, nation building 

began – without a detailed plan for what followed.217  From the beginning, and for the 

first few years, the U.S. adventure in Afghanistan was an ad hoc pick-up game with the 

military and CIA leading the effort and eventually supported by diplomacy, economic, 

and humanitarian aid.  There was tremendous pressure on SECDEF Rumsfeld, CJCS 

Myers, the JCS, and combatant commands to come up with creative plans and 

resourcing options that deviated from the traditional way of deploying forces on the 

Time Phased Force Deployment Data (TPFDD). This creativity got the job done but 

became a challenge when it was used later in Iraq causing significant problems with 

deployment sequencing and accurate availability of forces. This approach clearly 

disrupted the carefully crafted and legacy deployment system in the DoD, and it resulted 

in creating a more flexible and robust Global Force Management (GFM) system but 

 
216Malkasian, Carter. The American War in Afghanistan: A History. United States: Oxford University Press, 2021, 78 
217 Pace, Oral History, 2016, Briefing Book, 4; Office of the Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld “snowflake” to 
Douglas Feith, "Strategy," October 30, 2001, with Attachment, "U.S. Strategy in Afghanistan," National Security 
Council, October 16, 2001, 7:42 a.m., 7 pp. https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-book/afghanistan/2021-08-
19/afghanistan-2020-20-year-war-20-documents; Office of the Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld memo to 
President George W. Bush, Subject: “Afghanistan,” August 20, 2002, not classified, 2 pp., (“Slow progress”), 
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/document/24551-office-secretary-defense-donald-rumsfeld-memo-president-george-
w-bush-subject; Office of the Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld “snowflake” to Gen. Pete Pace [Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs], June 15, 2006, Subject: “General McCaffrey’s Report on Afghanistan,” 1 p., [attachment dated 
June 3, 2006, 9 pp.] https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/document/24558-office-secretary-defense-donald-rumsfeld-
snowflake-gen-pete-pace-chairman-joint 
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doing so required around the clock effort in the Pentagon for the OSD staff, the Joint 

Staff, and Services working closely with CENTCOM and SOCOM. As much of a 

challenge that this was it ultimately made for a more dynamic and transparent system 

for the SECDEF and CJCS to create a common operating picture for assets around the 

globe but most pressingly in CENTCOM and throughout SOCOM.  

During this timeframe the issue of what to do with detainees came up and the 

DoD, over initial Mr. Rumsfeld’s objections, was saddled with detainee operations and 

facilities and to figure out to what extent the Geneva Conventions applied. This required 

the legal version of building an airplane in flight quickly. Not surprisingly it was 

controversial and caused spirited debate in the administration and between SECDEF 

Rumsfeld, who was opposed to offering the Taliban POW status, and CJCS Myers, who 

argued for applying the Geneva Conventions and POW status. While the memoirs of 

these men put a tight high-minded spin to it, the fact was that this was a legally murky 

area with no good answers that did not get better and continued to evolve over the 

entire time of their tenure.218  

Other big operations and the continual introduction of more U.S. and coalition 

forces in Afghanistan proceeded in 2002 and beyond that included combinations of SOF 

and conventional forces. To deal with the growing insurgency, the U.S. led forces in an 

operation called Operation Anaconda which was planned as a 72-hour military 

operation but lasted 17 days with more casualties than necessary. Ultimately the 

operation succeeded but it was not an integrated air ground operation, and it was not 

 
218 Myers, Richard. Eyes On The Horizon, 2009, 203-208. 
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innovative. This was the first large back to the drawing board moment to tactically and 

operationally figure out how to fight in this environment using a light footprint and to 

determine the assets needed to stabilize the country without an operating government 

and using suboptimal Afghan partners who had their own competing priorities, to build a 

representative government.  

The war in Afghanistan was deemed a war of necessity, and going after Osama 

bin Laden, al-Qaeda, and the Taliban was overwhelmingly popular in the U.S. and an 

appropriate response from a nation that was attacked, and thousands of its innocent 

people were killed. At the time most people had no idea just how hard it would become 

but it is hard to fault the administration for trying to take quick and decisive action given 

the threat and context they were operating under. SECDEF Rumsfeld and his 

spokeswoman, Torie Clarke, as well as other senior officials including CJCS Myers, 

held briefings on an almost daily basis during this timeframe and Mr. Rumsfeld was 

hailed as the most visible face of the U.S. strategy during that time. He was immensely 

popular with the American public for his straightforward answers and quips during this 

time frame. He was a media star in the early days of the conflicts and the public face of 

the U.S. response.  However, when progress was not being made quickly and nation 

building became a focus, the SECDEF became less popular, and this continued in the 

Iraq War.   

In Afghanistan, after the success of the initial military campaign the Bush 

Administration had two goals, eliminate what was left of al Qaeda and the Taliban which 

included capturing or killing Osama bin Landen and Mullah Omar, and help set up a 

new democracy that could prevent terrorists from coming back or operating in 



150 
 

Afghanistan.219 The administration felt pressure to ensure terrorists could not threaten 

the U.S. so it stayed in Afghanistan to ensure there was not a vacuum or an opportunity 

for terrorists to regroup. Of the national security team, SECDEF Rumsfeld was the most 

opposed to getting bogged down in nation building and only wanted to maintain a light 

footprint in the country because of possible backlash to a large and lengthy U.S. troop 

presence in Afghanistan and the need to have troops available for Iraq. He was also 

opposed to building a new Afghan army and he slow rolled resourcing most of these 

tasks. Over time however Mr. Rumsfeld was worn down on these issues and ultimately 

relented in his opposition, but he did not move quickly to carry out these tasks.220  

The decision to set up a fully-fledged democracy in Afghanistan, the 

unwillingness to negotiate early on, and failure to attempt to reconcile with insurgents 

and the remnants of the Taliban would have serious and long-term consequences.221 

The entire Bush Administration was accountable for both the successes and failures, 

but despite Mr. Rumsfeld’s strong personality and views he was outmaneuvered by 

stronger voices who were closer to the president on these issues. During this time 

frame the literature illustrates that CJCS Myers was not vocal or strong minded on these 

issues nor did he deviate from the SECDEF’s guidance in implementing these policies.  

Iraq – Operation Iraqi Freedom 

“So, understanding in historical context that things might have been, could have 
been, should have been done differently doesn’t change the fact that at the time 

 
219 Malkasian, Carter, The American War in Afghanistan, 2021, 80 
220 Malkasian, Carter. The American War in Afghanistan, 2021, 90-91. 
221 The democracy was not one that would necessarily be recognizable by Americans since it was rooted in a 
traditional governing form – the loya jirga - composed of notable citizens from the villages. 
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based on the knowledge you had, you did the best you could with the knowledge 
you had. So, I hope that doesn’t seem offensive.” – General Peter Pace222 

  

Synopsis - In late 2001 and early 2002 President Bush and the NSC began 

looking hard at Iraq because of its ongoing violations of international law, its resistance 

to United Nations (UN) Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) inspectors, and its 

connection to the broader war on terror.  The DoD did not have an up-to-date plan for 

Iraq and the off the shelf plan was outdated and based on old assumptions that were 

used in Desert Storm, so they went to work on developing a new one. In September 

2002, CENTCOM Commander, General Tommy Franks presented the President and 

the JCS a detailed set of military options for attacking Iraq. On September 12th, 

President Bush appeared before the UN to call for regime change in Iraq. Bearing on 

the issue was that Congress had passed the Iraq Liberation Act in 1998 that said, “it 

should be the policy of the United States to seek to remove the Saddam Hussein 

regime from power in Iraq and to replace it with a democratic government.” President 

Clinton signed it and, at least rhetorically, accepted regime change as national policy.223 

President Bush’s address was also informed by a series of classified meetings at the 

White House with the CJCS, VCJCS, SECDEF, SECSTATE, and the Vice President to 

explore diplomatic options, military options, and regime change. On the 12th, Congress 

also authorized the use of military force against Iraq.  

 
222 Pace, Peter. Oral History, 2016, 3. 
223 https://www.congress.gov/105/plaws/publ338/PLAW-105publ338.pdf 
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Debate and Decision to Use Military Force - SECDEF Rumsfeld asked the 

military’s regional combatant commanders to redraft their war plans to find ways to 

mobilize faster. On October 15th, USD (P) Doug Feith presented the DOD’s post-

Saddam administration plan for Iraq to the NSC. The plan called for unity of leadership 

in which the SECDEF would oversee all tasks to complete the military operations and 

reconstruction and SECSTATE Colin Powell agreed.224  

The ideas on what would happen in Iraq afterwards went through considerable 

debate as CJCS Myers, VCJCS Pace, SECDEF Rumsfeld, SECSTATE Powell, and 

NSA Rice all fiercely discussed what the end state would be in Iraq. According to 

General Pace “I think the President had more than one voice recommending against 

stipulating democracy as the end goal, but I certainly am confident that the President 

believed that was the correct goal and that was the one he was going to pursue.” He 

also knew that SECDEF Rumsfeld “was of the opinion that democracy was too far a 

stretch for an articulated position.”225 

What was still debatable among the JCS included the questions: why the U.S. 

was going to war in Iraq, how they would do it, the force size needed, and discussions 

on what the goals and objectives were. There is no universal common truth on this and 

the many accounts on what happened differ greatly. What was most articulated though 

is that this is when SECDEF Rumsfeld began to lose the confidence of the JCS, and 

other senior military officer support, even though they complained quietly and 

 
224 Feith, Douglas. War and Decision. New York: Harper, 2008, 316. 
225 Pace, Peter. Oral History, 2016, 45. 
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reservedly, and rarely in front of the President. In this regard they may not have been 

helpful to the President because many of them feared the Secretary.226 

CJCS Myers and VCJCS Pace recount the debates differently than the rest of 

the JCS and combatant commanders and they generally agree with SECDEF 

Rumsfeld’s views on what happened in planning and presenting options to the 

President. General Myers recounted that in January 2003 in the cabinet room at the 

White House the President asked every one of the JCS and combatant commanders 

how they felt about the preparations for war, the war plan itself, and if they had any 

doubts about the preparedness. The consensus was that the military was ready and 

there were no showstoppers if the President decided to go to war in Iraq.227 General 

Pace remembered it similarly.  He recalled that each of the military’s senior leaders all 

said that they understood the plan, that they supported it, and they all said whatever 

they needed in their respective areas of responsibility. Army Chief of Staff, General 

Shinseki, told the President in the meetings leading up to the decision to go to war that 

he supported the plan that included about 150,000 troops on the ground backed up by 

another 250,000 readily available. General Pace reiterated that everybody knew that we 

would have 500,000 troops on the border of Kuwait before we would enter Iraq and that 

it would include bombing for 40 to 45 days because we did it last time. General Franks 

said, “I need 150,000 guys, but I need the backup guys to come in. We’re going to go, 

and before we go dropping bombs, we’re going to go across the line of departure with 
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ground troops.”  Pace recalled that was exactly what happened and General Franks 

forces got to Baghdad in three weeks.  

One of the key assumptions of the military plan was that the Iraqi Armed Forces, 

approximately 400,000, would be loyal to the new government but this was based on a 

wrong assumption. The U.S. thought about what would happen in a post conflict Iraq, 

but it was ultimately wrong. The plan from the military’s point of view was for the Iraqi 

police and Iraqi troops to provide security for the country. Ultimately when the fight was 

over more quickly than anticipated, the Iraqi Army disintegrated and just went home and 

there was no Iraqi Army when the U.S. led coalition got to Baghdad. This was a critical 

failure in planning, and it resulted in looting and chaos in Baghdad and around the 

country because the U.S. military led planning assumption was that the Iraqi Army and 

Iraqi police would be there to take care of maintaining order after the fighting stopped.228 

This was a serious flaw in the planning assumptions and alternatives were not fully 

considered. 

 How the Operation Unfolded - Operation Iraqi Freedom started on March 19, 

2003. The Iraqi capital, Baghdad, was captured by coalition forces on April 9, 2003, 

after a six-day battle. The invasion stage of the war ended on May 1, 2003, with the now 

infamous “mission accomplished” speech by President Bush. The combined air and 

ground campaign did not go exactly according to plan because of diplomatic and 

logistical challenges but it was a resounding military tactical and operational success 
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and this time it resulted in achieving the war plan’s objective which was to decapitate 

the Baathist regime and it also resulted in the eventual capture of Saddam Hussein.  

Unfortunately, it went downhill quickly once the stabilization and nation building 

tasks began because there was no ready government regime to transition to. For the 

next three years from May 2003 through February 2006 an insurgency grew that 

eventually devolved into a full-scale civil war in Iraq.  The two main issues that caused 

this according to SECDEF Rumsfeld was the Coalition Provisional Authority’s (CPA) 

leader, Paul Bremer’s two major decisions that Rumsfeld called sins. “Sin 1” was “de-

Baathification” after Saddam’s government fell and “Sin 2” was the “disbanding of the 

Iraqi Army.”229 It should be noted that the CPA and Paul Bremer formally worked for 

SECDEF Rumsfeld but also took guidance and direction from SECSTATE Powell, NSA 

Rice, and accordingly to multiple sources Mr. Bremer also freelanced. In fairness, Mr. 

Bremer rarely received timely and precise guidance from leaders in Washington and he 

was forced to take decisions in a highly fluid and dynamic environment. When people 

didn’t like the outcomes, they tended to decry his free-lancing but notably no one 

countermanded any of his decisions. Multiple accounts indicated this was a problem. 

Ultimately these decisions led to years of disastrous results in Iraq and a significant cost 

in American, coalition, and Iraqi blood and treasure.   

 After the initial success in Iraq the CENTCOM Commander and the operational 

commanders on the ground in Iraq changed. General Abizaid replaced General Franks 

who retired, and things went poorly there as humanitarian issues, looting, targeting of 
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Americans, and Shia - Sunni clashes escalated the impacts of a government void 

across the country. The DoD was essentially in charge of the preponderance of tasks 

and not equipped through expertise, experience, or capacity to do so either. Moreover, 

the incompetence of the new senior ground commander in Iraq, Army Lieutenant 

General Sanchez, and his poorly resourced staff exacerbated the issues and the 

resulting reprehensible Abu Ghraib events happened during this time frame.  

By all accounts the Abu Ghraib scandal of mistreatment of detainees shocked 

the world, including the President, SECDEF, and CJCS. Mr. Rumsfeld offered to resign 

over the issue, and he took responsibility. The President refused to accept SECDEF 

Rumsfeld’s offer of resignation, however, and considered firing CJCS Myers, but 

ultimately no one below a one-star general was held accountable. Lieutenant General 

Sanchez was eventually replaced by Army General George Casey but not before 

intense fighting occurred in many parts of the country which continued and intensified 

under Casey and CENTCOM Commander John Abizaid. This was all during SECDEF 

Rumsfeld and CJCS Myers tenure when the combat casualties and violence increased. 

Meanwhile in Afghanistan, the under resourced economy of force mission continued but 

was proceeding at a slow and uneven pace. It was not long before that too become 

more intense and problematic. 

Results - No short study accounting of the two wars could do justice to the 

multiple issues going on in the broader war on terrorism, the issues with Pakistani 

involvement in Afghanistan, and other hot spots that continued to develop during that 

time frame but the situation in Iraq and al-Qaeda’s increasing presence there was dire. 

It was costly politically as well and the war became very unpopular not only in the U.S. 
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but in other nations in the coalition and around the world. These issues and others are 

volumes of separate areas for study but there are some key decisions that led to how 

things went wrong. In the lead up to the Iraq war the execution for the war plan was light 

on troops for multiple reasons including the fact that it was a challenge to deploy them 

quickly from multiple locations around the world. It is easy to move SOF and light forces 

via airlift and ground infiltration, but it became a large physics and logistics problem to 

move heavy ground forces from the U.S. and Europe across oceans and continents and 

that took time. The U.S. also wanted to retain elements of flexibility and surprise so that 

Saddam Hussein would not have time to use his suspected chemical and biological 

weapons. The failure to persuade Turkey to allow the 4th Infantry Division to offload in 

Turkey for a planned approach to northern Iraq had a big impact on the executability of 

the original plan and required the U.S. to move those forces and offload in Kuwait after 

an extensive delay. Additionally, getting trained troops into battle ready staging 

locations was a major logistical feat and having a two front war simultaneously in both 

Afghanistan and Iraq exposed some of the challenges with a lack of available fighting 

and enabling forces including some that required mobilization from the reserves and 

National Guard. 

 Over time as conditions deteriorated, the senior leaders in the DoD went from 

being revered to having their character and competence seriously questioned in a span 

of several years. General Pace replaced General Myers as CJCS when his term was up 

in October 2005 amidst the worsening situation in Iraq and SECDEF Rumsfeld became 

increasingly the target of internal dissent.  What became known as the “Generals’ 

Revolt” started in March 2006 with an op ed in the New York Times by Major General 
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(Retired) Paul Eaton who called for Mr. Rumsfeld’s resignation. This opened the debate 

that other prominent retired generals piled on in open public debates, challenging civ-mil 

norms and asking for accountability. While no accountability occurred as a direct result 

of the public scuffle, it emboldened civilian and military leaders to take sides in the 

debate.230 This adversely impacted the civ-mil relationship and influenced the President 

and his administration’s thinking which led them to actively seek out and listen to 

additional sources of advice inside and outside the administration. The “Generals 

Revolt” also inadvertently probably lengthened Rumsfeld’s tenure in office since Bush, 

who was already looking to replace Rumsfeld was unwilling to do so under pressure 

according to multiple accounts. 

Eventually a government in Iraq was established with Nouri al-Maliki as the 

leader and that was a key step in a long series of slow events that enabled the 

rebuilding of not only the government but the Iraqi military and police. Although it did not 

stop the violence or insurgency, it set an Iraqi foundation to build from.  The U.S. led 

coalition needed to figure out how to give the new Iraqi government the time and space 

to grow and govern with legitimacy.  Echoes of Colin Powell’s often quoted Pottery Barn 

Rule which was “If you break it, you own it” was on full display as SECSTATE Powell 

predicted three years earlier before going to war in Iraq. That rule was shorthand for the 

reality that if we took out another country’s government by force, we become the new 

government responsible for governing the country and for its security until we can turn it 

over to a new stable and functioning government. When SECSTATE Powell pointed this 

out to President Bush and the NSC before the decision to go to war in Iraq was made it 
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was listened to but not headed.231 But Powell was not the only one to make this point. 

SECDEF Rumsfeld proposed recognizing an interim government, but others objected, 

especially SECSTATE Powell and the State Department so there was inconsistency in 

the advice at various points.232 Ultimately, the President was responsible for the 

decisions after having heard an array of differing and inconsistent views.   

Decision to Surge - President Bush and the administration by now clearly 

understood they needed to decide to do something different in Iraq because the U.S. 

and the coalition was not winning and could very well lose in Iraq because the new 

government was not fully established, functioning, or capable of stopping an insurgency. 

Congress appointed the bipartisan Baker-Hamilton Commission on March 15, 2006, 

also known as the Iraq Study Group (ISG), charged with assessing the situation in Iraq, 

the U.S. led war, and creating policy recommendations. Inside the Pentagon, CJCS 

Pace convened a Council of Colonels made up of experienced warfighters who had 

served in Iraq to assess progress in Iraq and determine future options. The Council of 

Colonels determined that the U.S. was not winning in Iraq and without reinforcements 

and a new strategy the U.S. could well face strategic defeat at the hands of the 

burgeoning insurgency.  

At the same time SECDEF Rumsfeld convened his own internal study at the 

DoD, there was another in the NSC, and yet another at the State Department. They 

took steps to consider multiple options and sought outside sets of eyes and ears that 

coalesced around among other things, options for a surge. Army Retired General Jack 
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Keane and others were proposing a troop surge for Iraq and the President and NSC 

were considering replacing commanders. Moreover, it was clear that the midterm 

elections were going to be a blood bath for the Bush Administration and in November 

2006 it was finally time to make a change in leadership at the DoD.  President Bush 

asked for and accepted SECDEF Rumsfeld’s resignation bringing an end to a 

tumultuous period and setting the conditions for change in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the 

DoD. Robert M. Gates would be the one to run the next leg in this relay race. SECDEF 

Gates was a member of the ISG and was familiar with the issues, concerns, and 

debates, and although he did not take a role in the surge debates, he would ultimately 

be the one to lead the DoD through the implementation of the surge. 

Effectiveness 

The answers to my original three related questions for this SECDEF/CJCS team 

are summed up as follows. How effective have Secretaries of Defense and their 

respective Chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff been in advising the President in 

facilitating successful U.S. military and foreign policy?  In the case of SECDEF 

Rumsfeld and CJCS’ General Myers and General Pace the record is mixed at best. The 

context during the time in which they served was exceedingly difficult and they must be 

given credit for the immediate response after 9/11 and decisive leadership during this 

time of great uncertainty and for rapidly attempting a new way of fighting that the U.S. 

was not initially prepared for against enemies it did not understand.  

The Bush Administration had robust NSC processes and experienced civilians in 

key positions who were dedicated to the mission of protecting the U.S. and its interests 

at home and abroad. The Bush 43 NSC was not perfect though as outlined in Peter 
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Rodman’s book Presidential Command. 233 Some positive changes in interagency 

reorganization resulted from this that focused on protecting the homeland including 

establishing the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), and increased cooperation in 

intelligence sharing and integration across the U.S. Government. There was some 

hubris and overconfidence in what the DoD and military were realistically capable of 

doing well though. The war time decision making was muddled over time within the 

Bush Administration and within the DoD.  SECDEF Rumsfeld’s operating style, initially 

thought effective, ultimately became toxic. To his credit Mr. Rumsfeld accepted 

responsibility for some of his failures but later attempted to spin some of the context and 

decisions as nearly all politicians do upon further reflection.  

To his credit Mr. Rumsfeld was willing to reenter the government arena at an 

older established age to serve the nation as SECDEF when the President asked him to. 

To his detriment his controlling nature did not enable the innovative thinking he asked 

for, it ultimately inhibited it. He walked into a sclerotic organization in the DoD that was 

unprepared for a changing environment dealing with enemies our forces and 

organizations were not initially postured to deal with and that didn’t want to change.  As 

a leader he didn’t want to change either. Mr. Rumsfeld should have tabled his 

transformation plans, but instead he announced and pushed for the Afghanistan and 

Iraqi interventions to serve as a transformation laboratory for the military by attempting 

to show that smart weapons could replace troops. That was arguably a fatal decision, 

because although there were enough troops for the invasion of Iraq there were not 

enough troops to execute a stabilization mission, it was a costly endeavor in terms of an 
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expensive war to execute, it placed an enormous stress on military forces, and there 

was also an opportunity cost for the development of new military capabilities.234  

Moreover, because Mr. Rumsfeld took contradictory positions and advocated for 

more control and more missions that were outside the DoD’s core capabilities in 

Afghanistan and Iraq it created strong friction in the interagency. Mr. Rumsfeld then also 

tried to counter with the argument that other agencies were not pulling their weight 

which was mostly true. On the one hand he was right to argue that the DoD had assets 

and the power to order people to war zones, to work in combat environments, and was 

going to be the main solution because it was realistically the only solution. On the other 

hand, that just became an enduring hole that resources went into without any real 

accountability or investment in the civilian agencies who should be carrying the 

workload for governance, aid, reconstruction, and other functions outside of warfighting.  

That problem endures today.  One of the key takeaways though is this – victory in 

Afghanistan and Iraq, or the war on terror was never going to be fast, cheap, or easy, 

and the notion that it was going to be was an inherently bad assumption with enduring 

consequences.  

General Myers and General Pace were effective to a point but will not go down 

as particularly good CJCS because they were limited in experience for the battles within 

the Beltway. The literature and several interviews indicated that some of their military 

colleagues, senior civilians, and members of the media viewed their stay in your lane, 

go along to get along approach, as weak leadership though both were held in high 

regard as people. During some of the internal debates amongst the JCS and combatant 
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commanders and staff depicted in some of the literature, when things were not going 

well, it appeared that both General Myers and General Pace had some challenges with 

vertical code switching - between staying loyal to their civilian leaders and protecting 

their standing amongst their military peers.  

In fairness to them the demands of a country and military at war in an enduring 

and persistent conflict was markedly different than the day-to-day pressures than those 

during a time of short-term crisis-management and intermittent conflict. It required a 

constant and consistent operating tempo, and they dealt with critiques and second 

guessing from constituencies inside and outside the Pentagon and government on 

major and minor decisions. Ultimately, they were responsible and accountable for the 

successes and failures of the decisions they made but it is important to recognize the 

context of the times they served in this position. It was unrelenting pressure for years 

and that had an impact on what they were able to accomplish during their tenures.  

 Although it is arguable that they provided the President and NSC good advice, 

they were not particularly adept at peer leadership with the JCS, and combatant 

commands and they did not handle the “General’s Revolt” well which played a partial 

role in SECDEF Rumsfeld’s resignation and departure.235 Also, had President Bush 

replaced Secretary Rumsfeld earlier, after the Abu Ghraib scandal, things may have 

turned out differently for how effective they were because a different SECDEF would 

have injected new perspectives and ideas. The scandals and the preponderance of the 

failures in Iraq were during their tenure, and therefore they are responsible for some but 

certainly not all the failures. 

 
235 The preponderance of senior military, civilian, and members of the media interviewed for this project and some 
of the literature supports this. 
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Considering this historical record, what type of relationship between the 

two enabled success or failure?  The collegial trusting nature of their relationships 

enabled early success, but it also led ultimately to some failures. The robust senior 

officer selection processes laid out here initially seemed very thorough and yielded 

different officers promoted to jobs that seemed to fit the direction that the President and 

SECDEF Rumsfeld wanted to take the DoD. After the wars began though as CJCS, 

they assisted SECDEF Rumsfeld in personnel selections and a decision-making 

process that was not so great and in fact some of it was bad. The poor selection of 

commanders in Iraq (Lieutenant General Sanchez and General Casey), particularly in 

the early and middle portions of the conflict after the initial military invasion were 

problematic and they were not successful. Despite all the bluster, the research in this 

study identified that SECDEF Rumsfeld rarely held his senior military leaders 

accountable and neither did President Bush. Neither fired senior commanders for their 

war time lack of success or failures. Mr. Rumsfeld’s selection of commanders in 

Afghanistan were slightly better but not innovative and ultimately that become a problem 

for his successor, Mr. Gates, to deal with.  

Both CJCS, Myers and Pace, communicated that they did offer candid advice to 

the President and Mr. Rumsfeld but none of the records show that they were strong 

dissenters on potential bad ideas except for aspects of detainee policy and wanting to 

ensure the Geneva Convention and laws of war were followed. In that respect they did 

their jobs and civilians made decisions that were not always consistent with the CJCS’ 

positions. The research did not uncover any information that they were willing to stand 

up to Mr. Rumsfeld and provide cover for the rest of the JCS. Each of the JCS had their 
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own access to the SECDEF but the CJCS’s voice in the debate often echoed the 

SECDEFs. As CJCS, their close relationship with SECDEF Rumsfeld enabled trust but 

their personalities as go along to get along, and stay in your lane, enabled some 

suboptimal decision making. Their very conventional traditional approach adhering to 

the normal theory of civil-military relationships to remain loyal and not ruffle too many 

feathers did not enable creative planning or solutions regardless of what their official 

Joint Staff CJCS histories say. They were not failures, but they were comparatively 

weak with some of their predecessors and successors. Every interview conducted 

placed them in this category and most of the literature reflects this.  

Did the post Goldwater-Nichols structural design of this relationship enable 

them to make effective decisions?  Yes, it did. Mr. Rumsfeld, like Mr. Cheney used 

his authorities to the maximum extent and he wielded power and influence and was 

supported by the President in his decisions. Both CJCS, Myers and Pace, used their 

authorities appropriately though they could have been more forceful and vocal with their 

colleagues.  Neither wanted to be the bad guy or make tough decisions and they didn’t. 

The structure allowed them that flexibility under their authority, but they didn’t use it to 

their advantage.  The unknown part is how effective they could have been in a non-

wartime environment since neither was particularly adept at the roles of the VCJCS 

traditionally plays. As operators they were not well versed in requirements and 

acquisitions. The skill sets required of the VCJCS and the CJCS differ, but this reality 

was masked by fleeting the VCJCS up to the CJCS position in this era where no one 

really cared much about the future force because of the current fights being close to all 

consuming endeavors.  That partially changes in the next case study and subsequent 
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senior military appointments but the current construct of the VCJCS and CJCS positions 

likely needs modification going forward – not just in who gets assigned based on skills 

and abilities, but who sits at the table for various meetings in the NSC construct.  

A counterargument can also be made that the post GWN construct caused 

considerable friction between the Title 10 JCS and the combatant commander because 

of the JCS requirement to maintain a trained, equipped, and ready force crosses 

multiple requirements across the combatant commands for long enduring operations 

and it also includes Service preferred ways of fighting that were in friction with the 

needed requirements and occasionally outdated for the environment with tactics and 

command and control arrangements that were often applicable to fighting previous 

wars. The literature uncovered considerable friction between the JCS and the 

CENTCOM commander at various points in the war on terror with the Services having 

challenges meeting the requirements for the Afghanistan and Iraq wars once troop 

rotations started. It was not just about personalities and egos; it was about different 

roles and responsibilities, though personalities and egos also played a role. It also 

increased military risk to respond to other contingencies and meet the demands of the 

other combatant commands in other areas of the world. The long and enduring nature 

of these wars really tested the viability of the structure which overall remains sound.  
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Chapter 7: The Bureaucratic Ninja Who Reintroduces Accountability – Gates - 
Pace and Mullen  

 
 “Almost no one in Washington gets fired for not doing their jobs well enough.” 
         - Robert M. Gates236 
 

 

The Secretary Gates – General Pace/Admiral Mullen era starts with Secretary 

Gates picking up after Secretary Rumsfeld resigns under great pressure and inherits 

wars on two main fronts in Iraq and Afghanistan and General Pace as Chairman. The 

study continues with the SECDEF’s decision to replace General Pace when his initial 

two-year tenure is up because he likely would not have been reconfirmed for a second 

two-year term based on how the Iraq War was proceeding.  SECDEF Gates’ tenure 

continues with Admiral Mullen through critical stages of adjustments in both the Iraq and 

Afghanistan Wars, the military intervention in Libya, and the raid that killed Osama bin 

Laden. Operations in the broader war on terror in the Philippines, Africa, and other 

locations are not covered here. There were other use of force decisions and military 

engagements, including the intensive humanitarian Haiti relief effort and Japanese 

Tsunami/Fukushima nuclear disaster but they were not combat missions. They did 

however consume considerable military assets.  The ones outlined here involve combat 

operations and are the key decisions made during SECDEF Gates tenure across the 

two administrations. It also covers some critical decisions pertaining to hiring and firing 

of high-ranking personnel holding them accountable for performance, especially in the 

wartime operational environment.  In the case of Secretary Gates and Admiral Mullen 

they did not always agree on all the decisions and clearly articulated their different 
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perspectives to President Obama.  Their approach was not adversarial though, it was 

complementary, and the research indicates, that they sometimes agreed to disagree 

without being disagreeable.  

President Bush 43 Continued and President Barack H. Obama Administration (44) 

 The remainder of the second term of the Bush 43 Administration after losing the 

midterm elections in 2006 was to right the ship in the ongoing wars. Top of mind was 

Iraq. SECDEF Gates was fresh off serving on the Iraq Study Group whose observations 

and recommendations he was an integral part of even though he left that effort before it 

was completed to take the SECDEF job. He knew what awaited him in the job and 

sought to immediately ascertain the state of play within the DoD and all the ongoing 

military efforts. More broadly the Bush Administration was beginning to see the 

economy begin to falter and focused some of its energy on that and broader foreign 

policy issues around the world.  

 The President Barack Obama Administration (44) took over in January 2009 after 

defeating Senator John McCain in a campaign based on a campaign of hope and 

change. While much of the campaign focused on domestic considerations the 

administration was focused on ending the war in Iraq and refocusing the efforts in 

Afghanistan. They also focused on maintaining counterterrorism operations that the 

Bush administration began in the broader was on terror but without using enhanced 

interrogation techniques. They had a goal for reduced troops commitments to the 

overall war efforts, a different approach to detainee operations, and the goal of closing 

the military prison in Guantanamo Bay (GITMO). They would only partially succeed but 

President Obama was wise to keep SECDEF Gates on at the DoD which ensured 
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continuity and enhanced the credibility of an administration whose new President was 

unproven in foreign affairs and especially defense matters. The administration also had 

the good fortune to have a decent transition from the Bush Administration who sought to 

make it as professional and smooth as possible despite policy differences in many key 

areas. The Obama Administration did, however, inherit the financial crisis which was an 

added challenge amid ongoing wars.   

Views on the Use of Force 

 The Bush Administration’s views on the use of force in his first term were 

covered in the previous chapter. In the second term the view fundamentally changed 

because of how much the world had changed in the operating environment, the U.S. 

fully embroiled in the war on terror on multiple fronts, and a change in senior White 

House and cabinet personnel. However, because of the extensive commitments in the 

war on terror more broadly, there was not the capacity to do much else even if they had 

been inclined to do so. In President Bush’s second term his more cohesive national 

security team also had to deal with issues from the two other members of the so called 

“axis of evil,” Iran and North Korea, that the President originally outlined in his 2002 

State of the Union address.  Furthermore, the Bush Administration’s pursuit of a 

“freedom agenda” expanded his foreign policy priorities focused on other countries that 

promoted democratic transitions and initiatives.  

In 2002, U.S. and international concern about Iran’s nuclear activity increased 

dramatically when an exile group revealed that Iran had secretly built a facility in Natanz 

capable of enriching uranium for use in nuclear weapons as well as civilian nuclear 

power reactors. During the second term, in 2005, after Iran reneged on an agreement to 
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suspend uranium enrichment, the White House backed an international campaign 

offering Iran a choice: aid and engagement or economic pressure and Iran balked. 

Ultimately the policy makers grew disillusioned overtime, but the Bush administration 

left behind a robust international framework for coordinating incentives to encourage 

positive behavior from the Iranian regime, as well as diplomatic and economic pressure 

if it failed to comply with U.N. resolutions.237  For North Korea, the policy was focused 

on nonproliferation and halting the continued development of weapons of mass 

destruction. The full engagement of U.S. forces in the Middle East also required a 

different approach to solving problems in places like Darfur, Burma, Zimbabwe, Cuba, 

and Venezuela. The U.S. promoted human rights, assisted with funding humanitarian 

aid, and supported pro-democracy forces, through funding and sanctions, but not 

military force involvement.238 In Sudan, Lebanon, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Mexico, 

Columbia, and other places the administration also pursued $2.7 billion worth of 

programs focused on counterterrorism, law enforcement, rule of law and developing 

police and internal security forces to strengthen those countries institutions to create or 

improve structures.239 This investment was aimed at avoiding additional military 

confrontations and promoting democracy around the world.  

The views on the use of force in the Obama Administration were different. 

President Obama did not support the Iraq war and he was focused on ending it 

responsibly. He deemed Afghanistan the good war and he was willing to devote more 
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resources to it. He was also not afraid to use the potent capabilities of drone strikes and 

decisive operations where they made sense based on opportunities. His administration 

did however take a measured approach and considered the risks, rewards, and effects 

before rushing to most decisions. More broadly the Obama Administration’s views on 

the use of force are perhaps best described by its contrast and similarities in some ways 

to the Bush Administrations.  

“The extent to which the Bush doctrine emerged as an accepted interpretation of 
the Charter jus ad bellum240 regime has continued to be challenged since 
Bush’s departure from office. However, there is no question that it has impacted 
the debate over the rules governing the use-of-force in the context of Obama 
and will continue to do so in the years to come. If one considers the actions of 
the Obama administration, it would appear that while such interpretation has 
been adjusted, it certainly has not been rejected. In fact, Obama’s use-of-force 
and associated counterterrorism policies display great dualism and can 
therefore best be characterized as a change in style rather than in substance.241 

 

Other differences are that the Obama Administration appeared more willing to 

interfere in humanitarian crisis. The one discernable difference that occurred in the 

Obama Administration that was codified before the start of the Trump Administration 

was a lengthy document outlining the need for transparency and a report that outlined 

various legal decisions and rationale for use of force decisions as a guidebook for 

future administrations consideration. It lists rules for among other things, the use of 
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declared by a proper authority, possessing right intention, having a reasonable chance at success, and the end 
being proportional to the means used. https://www.icrc.org 
241 Warren A., Bode I. (2014) Obama and the Use-of-Force. In: Governing the Use-of-Force in International 
Relations. New Security Challenges Series. Palgrave Macmillan, London. 
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137411440_6 
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lethal drone attacks, terrorist detention, and describes the international and domestic 

law that they use in their decision making.242 

Secretary Robert M. Gates and CJCS’ - General Peter Pace (USMC) and Admiral 
Mike Mullen (USN) 

 
 Secretary Robert M. Gates term as SECDEF began on December 18, 2006, and 

he remained in the job 4 years, and 194 days serving two Presidents spanning two 

different administrations, one Republican, one Democrat, and ended on June 

30,2011.243  He inherited General Peter Pace as the CJCS. SECDEF Gates came to the 

Pentagon without an entourage and without attempting to put a new team in place. He 

did that because of the extent of the challenges but also to instill trust and confidence in 

the people who were already serving under arduous conditions. He gave them the 

opportunity to prove themselves as capable or incapable with a relatively clean slate. 

His approach was very different from Mr. Rumsfeld, and it was not directly 

confrontational.  

Mr. Gates ultimately made hard decisions to focus the DoD on the wars they 

were in, he implemented the surge in Iraq under the Bush administration, and he held 

people accountable. Unlike Mr. Rumsfeld he saw fit to fire people and hold them 

accountable for their performance, or lack thereof. That was a sea change across the 

DoD because prior to that there were some senior civilians and military officers who 

were kept in their jobs despite failing and for lapses in professional judgement. They 

 
242 REPORT ON THE LEGAL AND POLICY FRAMEWORKS GUIDING THE UNITED STATES’ USE OF MILITARY FORCE AND 
RELATED NATIONAL SECURITY OPERATIONS, The White House, December 2016, https://www.justsecurity.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/12/framework.Report_Final.pdf 
243 https://history.defense.gov/Multimedia/Biographies/Article-View/Article/571279/robert-m-gates/ 

https://www.justsecurity.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/framework.Report_Final.pdf
https://www.justsecurity.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/framework.Report_Final.pdf
https://history.defense.gov/Multimedia/Biographies/Article-View/Article/571279/robert-m-gates/
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were simply kept on and in the case of military officers even promoted. Mr. Gates was 

not having that and, in this way, did seek to send messages of accountability.  

Among Mr. Gates decisions of accountability while still in the Bush Administration 

were the following. He replaced the command teams in Iraq assigning Army General 

David Petraeus and Army Lieutenant General Ray Odierno to run the war in Iraq.  He 

sent Army General Dan McNeill to replace British General David Richards as head of 

the overall NATO International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) mission indicating the 

overall need to gain more control of the effort there. Mr. Gates also fired the Secretary 

of the Air Force, Michael Wynne, and the Chief of Staff of the Air Force, T. Michael 

Mosely, in short order for a lack of competence and judgement in maintaining control of 

nuclear weapons standards. Mr. Gates also fired the Secretary of the Army, Francis 

Harvey, and a hospital commander for the abhorrent conditions that wounded military 

personnel were living under at the Walter Reed Medical Center.244 Mr. Gates ultimately 

acquiesced to giving General Casey a soft landing as Chief of Staff of the Army 

because that is what President Bush wanted but he ultimately was the one who felt that 

a change at the CJCS position needed to be made. Members of Congress made it 

known that because of the way the Iraq war was faltering, a change needed to be made 

and that General Pace would face an uphill battle to be confirmed as CJCS for a second 

term. It is true that Senator Levin suggested that he would oppose General Pace’s 

renomination but that, in and of itself, was not dispositive. CJCS Pace still had a quite a 

bit of support on the SASC. SECDEF Gates was concerned that the nomination fight 

would take place while Gen. Petraeus and Ryan Crocker were reporting back to the 

 
244 Gates Interview, 2022. 
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Congress on the first six months of the surge and, as a result, that the President’s 

priorities would be damaged. The decision was not entirely about accountability, but 

about political expediency. During this timeframe, the CENTCOM commander, Admiral 

Fallon, was undermining and questioning General Petraeus repeatedly and General 

Pace did a lot to run interference and protect Petraeus despite having been told he 

would not be renominated as CJCS.245 Mr. Gates concurred and ultimately broke the 

news to General Pace that he would not be renominated for a second two-year term 

and instead would be replaced.246 These forms of accountability were few and far 

between by both his predecessors and eventual replacements.  

Navy Admiral Mike Mullen replaced General Pace as CJCS on October 1, 2007, 

after General Pace retired on September 30, 2007.247 Admiral Mullen ultimately served 

as CJCS for four years. Admiral Mullen was CNO in December 2005 and expressed 

skepticism about the Iraqi Surge plan in the Tank session when the President came to 

the Pentagon to discuss it. He inherited the Surge when he became CJCS at the late 

stages of the Bush Administration and served with SECDEF Gates in the Obama 

Administration until SECDEF Gates departed in summer 2011. CJCS Mullen also 

played an integral role in all the subsequent use of force decisions made during this 

time frame and took a key role in diplomacy efforts with Pakistan for the Afghanistan 

strategy and surge. He was also the crucial public voice in the debate and decision to 

end the “don’t ask don’t tell” policy that allowed gay service members to serve openly in 

the armed forces.   

 
245 Eric Edelman comment May 24, 2022. 
246 Perry, Mark. The Pentagon’s Wars, 2017, 224-225. 
247 Lowrey, Nathan S. The Chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 1949-2016, 2016, 223. 
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How They Operated 

One thing SECDEF Gates felt he had to learn when he entered the job was to 

rely on the insider insights that the CJCS and his senior military assistants had that he 

could not possibly have as a civilian new to the organization. In this way he relied on 

General Pace and later Admiral Mullen. He understood that the senior military officers 

had long histories among themselves that went back decades that were not apparent or 

known by those outside the military. These histories affected their judgements of one 

another and of one another’s proposal and ideas. SECDEF Gates had to figure out 

quickly how to “read between the lines in listening to military commanders and their 

subordinates, particularly to identify code words or “tells” that would let me know 

whether these men were putting on a show of agreement when, in fact, they strongly 

disagreed.”248 This was essential to his success and the fact that he developed this trust 

with his CJCS enabled him to see the issues more clearly.  

SECDEF Gates and General Pace worked well together and SECDEF Gates 

trusted General Pace’s judgement, candor, and felt it was a good partnership. They met 

in one way or another daily and focused on the Iraq surge and trying to change the 

direction of the conflicts. They agreed on senior military personnel moves but General 

Pace more than Mr. Gates wanted to make sure General Casey was taken care of and 

General Pace fought hard for Casey to be confirmed as the Army Chief of Staff.  

Things were not really that rosy though as Congress was not in a wholly 

supportive mood about some aspects of the surge and did not see some of the 

 
248 Gates, Robert M. Duty: Memoirs of a Secretary at War. United States: Alfred A. Knopf, 2015, Kindle Version, 
Chapter 2 
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personnel moves as prudent, including keeping General Pace as CJCS when his two-

year term was up.249 According to Mr. Gates, he wanted General Pace to serve a 

second term as CJCS but found out that it would be an uphill battle to get him 

reconfirmed because he was associated with past controversial decisions. General 

Pace was very disappointed by this and wanted to fight to keep serving. Ultimately, Mr. 

Gates recommended he be replaced, and the President agreed because an ugly 

confirmation battle might have negatively impacted the Iraqi surge and the new 

strategy.250 

General Pace agreed that he had a good relationship with SECDEF Gates but 

was also somewhat critical of Mr. Gates penchant for firing people without investigations 

and contrasted it with the relationship he had with Mr. Rumsfeld. Of Mr. Rumsfeld he 

observed that he was “a leader who stood by his word, he stood by his decision, he 

stood by his people.” He saw Mr. Gates differently and that “as pleasant and easy to be 

around him as it was, [when it] came the time for crisis he was going to throw somebody 

else under the bus. Therefore, I don’t hold Secretary Gates in the same respect that I 

hold Secretary Rumsfeld. Now, in fairness, this is coming from a guy who was not 

supported by Secretary Gates when he, the Secretary, was presented with the fact that 

my reconfirmation hearing would be tough. I respect his decision there and I did not 

 
249 At that time both the CJCS and VCJCS were nominated for two-year terms, each renewable for one more two-
year term for a total of four years in the position. It was taken for granted that each would be renominated and 
easily confirmed for their second two-year term. The fact that General Pace was not renominated was a seismic 
event within the Pentagon and caused a trickle-down effect because the VCJCS was Admiral Ed Giambastiani. Since 
Admiral Mullen was nominated to replace General Pace, and the VCJCS and VCJCS could not be from the same 
service, it required a change in the VCJCS as well. The two-year term requirement was subsequently changed in the 
2017 NDAA where both the CJCS and VCJCS each are nominated to one four-year term but offset by two years.  
They each serve as the pleasure of the President though and could be replaced at the President’s discretion but 
not without substantial debate and political risk.  
250 Gates, Robert M. Duty, 2015, Chapter 2. 
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fight that because it wasn’t my position to fight the Secretary of Defense or the 

President of the United States.”251 Mr. Gates felt that General Pace was a political 

casualty from the two wars that became unpopular.252 

SECDEF Gates truly believed that the CJCS was his partner in the framework of 

the chain of command even though the CJCS was not directly in it. Mr. Gates consulted 

with his two CJCS on virtually everything and made certain that he used the CJCS to 

convey information to the Service Chiefs and combatant commanders, and that he 

expected candor and best advice from all of them. He did this to ensure that teamwork 

and respect were part of the equation. He believed in transparency and let senior 

leaders make their case and argue their positions but when decisions were made, he 

expected the senior leaders to follow those decisions.  

On senior military officer personnel decisions, he abolished SECDEF Rumsfeld’s 

centralized process and returned it to the services, but he would retain review of the 

positions at the 3 and 4-star level and wanted to ensure that they were considering 

officers for senior positions that had joint experience, operational experience, were 

bright younger officers, and those officers who were willing to reexamine old ways of 

doing business. It was less micromanaging, but he still did his own due diligence on 

these selections.253 Mr. Gates also went out to all the combatant command 

headquarters, visited leaders and troops in Iraq and Afghanistan routinely, and spent 

time listening to the Services. He enjoyed going to changes of command and retirement 

ceremonies and recognizing people for their service. In this way he brought a positive 

 
251 Pace, Peter. Oral History, 2016, 64.  
252 Gates, Robert M. Duty, 2015, Chapter 2. 
253 Gates, Duty, 2015, Chapter 3. 
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command climate to the DoD. He also made it a point to travel early on with General 

Pace and brought his USD(P) Eric Edelman along to get a sense of both military and 

civilian perspectives but also to ensure that close relationships developed between the 

CJCS and USD (P). Moreover, SECDEF Gates promoted the idea that USD(P) 

Edelman, and later USD(P) Flournoy, were their allies in the White House Situation 

Room and that they could be trusted. This was arguably the last time the civilian side of 

the civ-mil equation within the Pentagon was strong.254 

When Admiral Mullen took over, SECDEF Gates routinely spent time with him 

daily though any number of meetings and engagements and they developed a very 

close partnership and working relationship. Gates pushed Admiral Mullen as his choice 

for CJCS for his intellect, candor, and refreshing views on caring for the Army and 

Marine Corps in the fights they were in.  Among CJCS Mullen’s primary goals were to 

win the fights we were currently in and to ensure the long-term health of the fighting 

force. The fact that Gates and Mullen were next door neighbors and could sit and talk 

on each other’s porches and smoke cigars enabled them to have candid private 

conversations and strategize when they were not in the office.  

SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen trusted each other and talked a lot though they 

did not always agree. According to Mr. Gates they disagreed on a couple of things 

though none of these disagreements were heated. One of the things they disagreed on 

were the investment in Mine Resistant Ambush Protected (MRAP) vehicles with Mr. 

Gates supporting many rapid buys to quickly try to save lives in Iraq and Afghanistan 

 
254 Gates interview 2022. 
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and CJCS Mullen wanting to take a measured approach because of the cost tradeoffs 

with other capabilities.  Another was the timing of publishing of the NMS with Admiral 

Mullen wanting to proceed quickly before the end of the Bush Administration and 

SECDEF Gates wanting to wait until the new Obama administration had a chance to 

weigh in with their strategic views. This reflected a knock-down drag out battle at lower 

levels between the office of the USD(P) and the Joint Staff on the NMS. Later they 

disagreed on the troop surge levels for Afghanistan and some aspects of the strategy 

and implementation but not to any significant degree. Moreover, on all decisions of 

consequence SECDEF Gates consulted with Admiral Mullen and he took CJCS 

Mullen’s advice on every 4-star recommendation. Interestingly, they did not do things 

socially together – it was a professional relationship.255  

The one area that caused significant friction in the SECDEF Gates-CJCS Mullen 

era was the VCJCS, Marine Corps General James “Hoss” Cartwright. To a person, 

everyone interviewed for this study confirmed that the relationship between Admiral 

Mullen and General Cartwright was anything but smooth. General Cartwright was “whip 

smart and had the ability to explain technical things well” according to senior people 

who served with them both, but “Cartwright did not share information and often pursued 

his own agenda.” The White House occasionally reached out directly to Cartwright for 

advice and counsel, and this rankled Admiral Mullen and other senior people in the DoD 

who occasionally got blindsided in interagency meetings. While it was in President 

Obama and Vice President Biden’s purview to consult General Cartwright directly if they 

wanted to, and they did, with respect to alternative options for Afghanistan, it ruffled a 

 
255 Gates Interview 2022. 
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lot of feathers and created internal problems in the DoD. This was the one issue that 

Admiral Mullen eventually met one on one with President Obama on because he felt 

this was disruptive and undercut his authority and position. Admiral Mullen’s great 

achievement overall was speaking with one voice within the JCS, but VCJCS Cartwright 

could not do that. Even though VCJCS Cartwright was President Obama and Vice 

President Biden’s favorite general this was the main reason he did not get selected for 

promotion to the CJCS job when it was time to replace Admiral Mullen. They could have 

chosen him anyway, but it would have gone against the advice of both the SECDEF and 

CJCS.256 

The other thing SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen excelled at was dealing with 

the media. They both briefed together on a routine basis and were as transparent and 

patient with the media as they could be which was also a significant turn from the later 

stages of the SECDEF Rumsfeld era. The other thing that they ensured was that 

relationships with Congress were maintained and they were responsive to requests and 

open about the challenges faced by the two ongoing wars and budget issues. They 

were transparent in testimony and respectful to members and staff on the Hill. Both men 

held their tongue to maintain relationships and avoid being drawn into overtly partisan 

politics. Moreover, because they ran a tight ship within the DoD and instituted a 

transparent and inclusive system that enabled open dialogue and communication with 

the JCS, combatant commanders, and staffs within the Pentagon, they generally did not 

have people leaking things to the media or running up to the Hill lobbying against them 

regarding program or weapons decisions. The notable exceptions to this happened 

 
256 Confirmed by seven senior officials and Secretary Gates in interviews. 
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around the negotiations on the Afghanistan strategy and the leaked Afghanistan 

Strategic assessment that General McChrystal prepared in the Obama Administration 

which will be outlined in greater detail in the use of force decisions.257 

Another important approach that SECDEF Gates brought to the Pentagon is that 

he did not think the DoD had properly mobilized for war or moved with an expedited 

sense of purpose. He felt there was a lack of urgency and parts of his memoir Duty 

highlight the issues. Mr. Gates thought that the department was too slow, was focused 

too much on the future at the expense of the present, and just did not seem to care that 

the most pressing concerns should be on the current fights in Afghanistan and Iraq to 

ensure the U.S. succeeded in the fights they were currently in and in danger of failing. 

That comes out clearly in most of his public remarks from his time as SECDEF through 

today. SECDEF Gates also thought that, in wartime, he had to be ruthless about 

relieving subpar commanders. An interesting follow on to that thinking is that he also 

believed that just because commanders were relieved that they should not necessarily 

have to resign or retire. He believed in the older approach used in WWII that relief from 

commands did not necessarily have to mean the end of careers because sometimes 

officers needed more experience or other opportunities.258 Unfortunately, in the military 

and the DoD he led that was not possible and it still is not possible today.259 So a lot of 

the organizational and policy decisions he made were framed against that context on 

injecting urgency into the DoD for decision making and execution. Similarly, CJCS 

Mullen made deliberate decisions to look out for the welfare of the Army and Marines 

 
257 Multiple interviews corroborated this. 
258 This practice is highlighted in Tom Ricks’ book The Generals. 
259 Gates Interview 2022. 
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who bore the brunt of the brutal fights in Afghanistan and Iraq, so he rightly focused on 

those two Services health, training, and readiness issues.  

Advisor Relationship with the Presidents and the NSC 

By the time Mr. Gates became SECDEF President Bush and his NSC team were 

already well into the last two years of the administration’s second term and had been 

together through challenging times. SECDEF Gates and SECSTATE Rice had also 

previously worked together and respected one another and saw this as an opportunity 

to partner in making things better. In addition to testifying together on Iraq they made 

time to have lunch together once a week when they were both in Washington, DC and 

not travelling. NSA Stephen Hadley was also someone SECDEF Gates trusted and had 

worked with before.260 The largest debate they had is outlined in the use of force 

decisions involving the decision to surge in Iraq outlined below. During this debate Mr. 

Rumsfeld was still the SECDEF and after the decision was made to surge and Mr. 

Rumsfeld was replaced, SECDEF Gates oversaw the implementation of the surge 

decision for Iraq.  

Stephen Hadley, Meghan O’Sullivan, and Peter Feaver described how the 

“Surge” came to be in The Last Card which involved a major debate on the Iraq strategy 

within the administration on how troops would be used in Iraq because the security 

situation continued to worsen.261  These discussions resolved an internal debate about 

 
260 Corroborated by their personal staffs. Former SECSTATE Rice, former NSA Hadley, former SECDEF Gates are 
three of the four current partners in Rice, Gates, Hadley, & Manuel, LLC. They have a long history as colleagues in 
and out of government.  
261 Sayle, Timothy Andrew, Jeffrey A. Engel, Hal Brands, and William Inboden. The Last Card: Inside George W. 
Bush's Decision to Surge in Iraq. United States: Cornell University Press, 2019, Apple Books Edition, Chapter 9. 
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the crucial assumptions that underpinned the pre-surge strategy and clarified that things 

had changed. The essential feature of the decision-making process for a possible Iraq 

surge was that from the beginning President Bush was at the center of the process 

which was designed to provide him with facts, analysis, and opinions from a wide 

variety of sources to enable him to make one of the most important decisions he faced.   

There were 13 factors central to this process: 1. The President decided that the 

U.S. needed to rethink its strategy in Iraq. 2. The President personally authorized the 

strategy review and was personally committed and involved. 3. The initial individual 

strategy reviews were kept separate and done in secret. 4 Information came to 

President Bush from a wide variety of sources. 5. The deputies-level strategy review 

produced a full range of options that were then debated at the highest levels. 6. 

President Bush had intense conversations with his NSC principals. 7. The President 

brought Iraqi Prime Minister Maliki along to ensure he would pursue the same agenda. 

8. The President brought his military commanders along to ensure their concerns were 

addressed to avoid a civ-mil crisis that played out in previous conflicts like Vietnam. 9. 

The President required the military and political strategy be devised in tandem to ensure 

they were linked and mutually supporting. 10. The President seized opportunity in Anbar 

Province not just Baghdad to stem sectarian violence. 11. President Bush decided he 

would be the chief communicator and took responsibility for past failures and for his new 

strategy. 12. President Bush announced new leadership which included replacing 

SECDEF Rumsfeld with SECDEF Gates, Admiral Fallon replaced General Abizaid at 

CENTCOM, and General Petraeus replaced General Casey as the senior military 

commander in Iraq.  He also added a strong Ambassador, Ryan Crocker, one of the 
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U.S. most seasoned ambassadors to partner with Petraeus to ensure the military and 

political strategies were executed concurrently. 13. Lastly the President defended his 

strategy against Congress which was a heavy political lift.262 

 Ultimately, in making the decision to surge in Iraq, President Bush listened 

closely to his commanders in the field, the CENTCOM commander, and the entire JCS 

and gave them ample time to express their views. “Then he rejected their advice.” He 

changed his SECDEF, his field commanders, and “threw all his weight behind the new 

team and his new strategy.”  “He trusted his own judgement more than his most senior 

professional military advisors.”263 Once President Bush made his decision on the surge 

he never looked back or seemed to have second thoughts. 

In the Obama Administration things were different and focused not only on the 

wars but the financial crisis that was now a global issue and trying to enact a new 

domestic agenda. Having inherited the wars, it was a challenge for the new 

administration to build trust and confidence in the military leadership, especially for a 

commander in chief who had not served in the military and who was portrayed as a 

peace candidate. Ultimately people began to realize that President Obama was the 

peace candidate who wasn’t.264 There has also been a tendency as Administration’s 

have changed, and domestic politics has changed, for people to see generals and 

admirals as “Bush Generals,” “Clinton Generals,” “Bush Generals” or “Obama Generals” 

 
262 Stephen J. Hadley, Meghan O’Sullivan, and Peter Feaver Essay in The Last Card, Chapter 9. 
263 Gates, Robert M. Duty, Chapter 2. 
264 Mann, James. The Obamians: The Struggle Inside the White House to Redefine American Power. United States: 
Penguin Books, 2012, xiv; Obama, Barack. A Promised Land. United States: Crown, 2020, 432. 
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when, in fact, they are military professionals trying to carry out policies driven by civilian 

decision-makers.265 

Although there were respectful relationships among the principals and deputies 

there were disagreements that leaked into public view. The NSC process, while robust, 

was undisciplined compared to the Bush Administration and meetings were often 

lengthy and did not always accomplish intended goals. This was partly because the 

NSA was former Marine Corps General James Jones, who was selected based on his 

experience. He was not an inner member of the President Obama’s entourage, but he 

had strong national security credibility as a former Commandant of the Marine Corps 

and EUCOM Commander. Several other principals such as SECSTATE Clinton were 

also not members of the Obama team and was previously a rival. Therefore, it took time 

to coalesce around a new President with a different operating style who was closer to 

campaign aides than the seasoned old national security veterans who came into key 

positions.  

From President Obama’s perspective, he felt that he developed a strong working 

relationship with SECDEF Gates, they met regularly in the Oval Office, and he regarded 

him as practical, even keeled, refreshingly blunt, with the confidence to argue his case 

and occasionally change his mind.  “His skillful management of the Pentagon made me 

willing to overlook those times he tried to manage me as well, and he wasn’t afraid to 

take on Defense Department sacred cows, including efforts to reign in the defense 

budget. He could be prickly, especially with my younger White House staffers, and our 

 
265 Observation by Eric Edelman May 24, 2022.  
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differences in age, upbringing, experience, and political orientation made us something 

short of friends. But we recognized in each other a common work ethic and sense of 

duty-not only to the nation that had trusted us to keep it safe but to the troops whose 

courage we witnessed every day, and to the families they left behind. It helped that on 

most national security issues our judgements aligned.”266  

CJCS Mullen was not always well respected and had rankled the President and 

his close advisors over his outspokenness and candor with the media and on the Hill. A 

couple of noteworthy examples were his public comments where he suggested 

Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence agency was linked to the Haqqani network that 

inflamed the situation with Pakistan even though overall CJCS Mullen’s work with his 

counterpart in Pakistan, General Kayani, was beneficial. Another was his public 

comments about the national debt being the one of the most significant threats to our 

national security.  While there is merit to those statements and Admiral Mullen spoke 

with candor, they were somewhat outside his lane and role as CJCS to make publicly 

and might have been better synchronized within the administration or simply not stated 

publicly. At one point two years into his tenure President Obama wanted to announce 

General Cartwright as Mullen’s replacement which SECDEF Gates convinced him not 

to do. Eventually CJCS Mullen became highly regarded and a trusted voice.267 This one 

major knock against Admiral Mullen in both the Bush and Obama Administrations that 

his outspokenness in his assessments in public testimony and the media without regard 

to political consequences rankled them, even though SECDEF Gates pointed out, and it 

 
266 Obama, Barack. A Promised Land, 2020, 430. 
267 Gates, Robert M. Duty, 2015, Chapter 10. 
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was acknowledged, that senior officials in the White House were just as guilty of trying 

to work the press behind the scenes.268 The main frictions that resulted in the advisor 

relationship to the President and the NSC revolved around the debates that surrounded 

the adjustment in strategy and troop deployments. President Obama, like President 

Bush, offered senior military officers and civilians the opportunity to openly discuss and 

debate their perspectives within the established NSC process but expected that when 

he made decisions that the team would move out smarty and execute. Mr. Gates was 

often reserved and quiet in the NSC debates and waited patiently for others to speak 

before weighing in. When he did speak, it was with authority and credibility.  

The greatest debates and friction with the President, the NSC, and the DoD 

surrounded Afghanistan, and this was one area that was a significant battle between the 

President and SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen. President Obama articulated well in 

his memoir from the perspective of a President who had to see the larger picture and 

see more than just the warfighter and the DoD’s perspective and beyond the intense 

focus the wars had in the public square.  

“It was hard for him [Gates] to see that what he dismissed as politics was 
democracy as it was supposed to work-that our mission had to be defined not 
only by the need to defeat an enemy but by the need to make sure the country 
wasn’t bled dry in the process; that questions about spending hundreds of billions 
on missiles and forward operating base rather than schools or healthcare for kids 
weren’t tangential to national security but central to it, that the sense of duty he 
felt so keenly toward the troops already deployed, his genuine, admirable desire 
that they be given every chance to succeed, might be matched by the passion 
and patriotism of those interested in limiting the number of young Americans 
placed in harm’s way.”269 

 
268 Obama, Barack. A Promised Land, 2020, 435; and confirmed in multiple interviews and personal staff 
observations. 
269 Obama, Barack. A Promised Land, 2020, 436-437. 
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Neither man was wrong, and this friction was not fatal to the relationship. 

Arguably what many people labeled as President Obama’s dithering and a long-drawn-

out process on Afghanistan, was a measured one that managed to get enough buy in to 

attempt a different strategy in a cause that was always going to be a significant 

challenge.  Use of force decisions later in the Obama Administration were also 

rigorously discussed and debated but they had some residual elements of distrust and 

differing philosophies on the extent of supporting humanitarian interventions.  

Key Use of Force Advice, Decisions, and Outcomes 

Iraq  

Synopsis - When SECDEF Gates took over in the Bush 43 Administration the big 

debate as mentioned in the preceding sections was whether to order a troop surge to 

stabilize Iraq.  Vigorous debates and studies looked at a myriad of options and risks. 

Planning inside the Pentagon by a select group of colonels with combat experience in 

Iraq were brought in by General Pace to look at options, just as Congress had enacted 

the Iraqi Study Group and the President and White House officials sought other outside 

voices. Inside the Joint Staff the appropriately titled Council of Colonels mentioned in 

the previous chapter identified six trends in the war: (1) The current strategy was not 

working; (2) the Iraqi government was unable to provide results in the eyes of the Iraqi 

people; (3) the Iraqi security forces were weak and ineffective; (4) ethnic and sectarian 
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conflict was increasing; (5) there was a lack of the rule of law; and (6) there was a lack 

of economic progress.270 

Additional Debate and Decision to Surge - The options presented by the JCS 

were suboptimal because they were largely against supporting a surge.  This had to do 

with the rotation base in each service and the boots on the ground (BOG) and dwell 

times for resetting and refreshing the deployed units. The troop resourcing piece was a 

great debate because of the fear that an influx of troops would break the Army and the 

Marine Corps but what most agreed on is that after three years of war and sacrifice the 

clock was ticking and the U.S. was running out of time to win or show credible progress. 

President Bush went to the Pentagon and listened to the JCS during a session in the 

Tank and heard their concerns. He knew they were not supportive of the surge without 

other elements of national power with civilians in the interagency surging as well. The 

President indicated this would not just be a military endeavor. General Pace was in a 

difficult position sharing the JCS concerns but also trying to split the difference. In 

addition to having a surge the actual size of it was a great debate. The JCS not 

surprisingly wanted to send less than what was optimally needed, and General Pace 

proposed sending two Army brigades plus two Marine Battalions which was called the 

two plus two proposal. Ultimately President Bush was warned the JCS would try to send 

less and then if it didn’t work, he would have to send more so he ultimately ignored their 

advice, ordered a five-brigade surge (`24,000 troops), a civilian surge, and a focused 

effort on getting the Iraqi government functioning and Iraqi forces trained. What was 

different about the debate pertaining to the DoD is that as articulated earlier, the NSC, 

 
270 Perry, Mark. The Pentagon’s War, 2017, 209; Pace, Oral History, 2016; Gates, Duty, 2015, Chapter 2.  
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think tanks, and outside bodies of advisors were developing military strategy while the 

DoD writ large was against developing a new strategy or surging forces. This was 

typical of the dysfunction that was occurring within the DoD toward the end of the 

Rumsfeld era and through the General’s Revolt.  One of the reasons Mr. Rumsfeld was 

not replaced earlier as SECDEF in the wake of this revolt and public commentary by 

senior military officers was to guard against the perception that senior military officers 

could force or dictate civ-mil relations.  That illustrated political judgement by President 

Bush and his team, and they carefully managed to maintain good order and civilian 

primacy over policy and decision making.  

How the Operation Unfolded - As stated earlier, President Bush replaced every 

senior leader in Iraq, military and civilian with those who had innovative ideas. The new 

team in place in Iraq which included General Petraeus, Lieutenant General Odierno, 

and U.S. Ambassador to Iraq Ryan Crocker, employed a joint campaign plan focused 

on security, politics, diplomacy, and economics. The new team felt the surge could turn 

the tide if given a chance to succeed with the resources requested. They felt the need to 

increase the pace of adjustments in Iraq and slow the clock and expectations in 

Washington, DC. They employed the concepts of counterinsurgency (COIN): clear, 

hold, and build, plus transition to local forces as soon as possible. They got the five 

brigades for the surge and combat tours were extended for those already there to break 

the back of the insurgency. While most of this debate happened in the last part of 

SECDEF Rumsfeld tenure, SECDEF Gates came on board later, and he had a chance 

to see what was happening in Iraq for himself, he agreed with the President’s decision 

to surge, and he was the one responsible for implementing it. SECDEF Gates also 
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understood and shared the JCS’ concerns about the health of the force but losing the 

war was not an acceptable outcome and the U.S. had to try using the surge.  

Results - The bottom line was that the surge worked but it took time, and any 

premature drawdown of forces would have been counterproductive.271 The surge 

succeeded because of strategic innovation, the changed behavior of the Iraqi 

leadership, and the Anbar Awakening. Furthermore, the commitment by the President, 

his administration, with SECDEF Gates pushing the DoD, and Congress agreeing with it 

gave it a chance to work.  

To reiterate what was introduced earlier, as the guy who walked into the game at 

the end of the planning for and then leading the DoD execution of the surge, SECDEF 

Gates was frustrated by what he saw when he took over at the Pentagon. He was 

frustrated by a lack of sense of urgency, not assigning appropriate priority to the current 

conflicts, and the JCS and Services preoccupation with planning, training, and 

equipping for future wars instead of focusing on the Iraqi crisis. He tried to instill a sense 

of urgency into everything he did in the Pentagon. He also deftly tried to avoid overt 

confrontations with Iran when they meddled in Iraq. “Buying space and time for the 

COIN strategy to work and lower the violence was the main impetus for SECDEF Gates 

support for breaking a lot of crockery to get MRAPs out to the field. He overruled his 

Deputy [DSD] Gordon England and the Chiefs on that. It was costly in dollar terms but 

absolutely the right call politically for the President.”272 

 
271 The literature about the commitment of the size of the surge supports this. This includes the memoirs and oral 
histories of the decision makers.  
272 Eric Edelman comment May 24, 2022. 
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Because the surge worked it bought space and time to meet objectives though 

the fight was not finished on President Bush’s watch. Ultimately though the negotiation 

of a status of forces agreement in the waning days of the administration that President 

Bush signed with Iraqi Prime Minister Maliki was completed before President Obama 

was inaugurated. It contained the broad outlines for the U.S. withdrawal from Iraqi cities 

and villages by the end of June 2009 and removal of U.S. forces out of the country by 

the end of 2011. From 2009-2011 the primary focus of the remaining troops was to train 

and assist the Iraqi military.273  

This culminated the U.S. military use of force commitment negotiated during 

SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen’s tenure and they were key players in the success of 

the mission, and its conclusion enabling President Obama to fulfill his campaign pledge 

to end the war in Iraq. However, that was not the end of U.S. involvement in Iraq for the 

Obama Administration because after U.S. troops departed, terrorists in the form of the 

residual efforts of al Qaeda and the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) returned to 

Iraq and more U.S. forces were deployed to both Iraq and eventually Syria.   

Afghanistan  

Synopsis - Meanwhile, after SECDEF Gates took over as SECDEF matters in 

Afghanistan in the late stages of the Bush Administration were hardly calm as the 

situation there was also deteriorating but remained an economy of force mission and 

second priority because the main effort was Iraq. General Dan McNeill relinquished 

command to General David McKiernan on June 3, 2008, and the situation steadily 

 
273 Obama, Barack. A Promised Land, 2020, 315. 
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deteriorated amid arguments about the approach for halting the violence. Afghan 

President Hamid Karzai’s government was slow to develop, it was corrupt, and a violent 

insurgency was brewing in Afghanistan but at a slower pace than Iraq. The Taliban was 

still fighting and gaining momentum though, Afghan casualties were rising, and the 

continued al Qaeda and Taliban safe havens in Pakistan made fighting difficult.  

With progress made in Iraq, and changes at the head of CENTCOM where 

General Petraeus took over for Admiral Fallon after Fallon retired over remarks about 

Iran, it led to a different perspective on Afghanistan. Not surprisingly, General Petraeus 

wanted to use some of the hard lessons learned in Iraq that made sense for 

Afghanistan. Petraeus was hailed as a key commander in Iraq and succeeded. At that 

point he hadn’t served in Afghanistan but did an assessment several years before in 

2005-2006 on how to build the Afghanistan security forces so he had knowledge of what 

he was dealing with.274 General McKiernan and General Petraeus did not get along in a 

relationship that went back years and although McKiernan had early success in the 

invasion of Iraq, he was a conventional thinker and there was friction. In fall of 2008 

USD(P) Edelman raised concerns about whether General McKiernan understood COIN 

and had a good coin strategy for Afghanistan. General Petraeus assured him then that 

the answer was yes and although he may have held that view in October 2008 General 

Petraeus did not by the spring of 2009 when he advised SECDEF Gates that McKiernan 

should be relieved.275 

 
274 When then Lieutenant General Petraeus’ assessment was released, it was used to build the first viable training 
structure there, changing the mission from the Office of Security Cooperation-Afghanistan (OSC-A) to the 
Combined Security Transition Command (CSTC-A). It was modeled after the Iraqi version started under Petraeus 
later led by future CJCS Martin Dempsey. 
275 Eric Edelman comment May 24, 2022. 
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Ultimately, SECDEF Gates, CJCS Mullen, and General Petraeus wanted to 

change commanders and SECDEF Gates convinced President Obama to do so. 

Admiral Mullen tried to convince McKiernan to step aside but he refused and ultimately 

SECDEF Gates replaced him.276 All agreed that General Stanley McChrystal, who was 

serving as the Director of the Joint Staff and was a former commander of the Joint 

Special Operations Command (JSOC), was the guy to replace him so he arrived in 

Afghanistan in June 2009 and immediately set about doing an assessment in his first 60 

days.  

Debate and Decision to Adjust Strategy and Surge in Afghanistan – Even before 

General McChrystal took command in Afghanistan there were three separate Afghan 

reviews in the fall-winter of 2008-2009. One was run by Meghan O’Sullivan and Doug 

Lute at the NSC, one by General Petraeus at CENTCOM, and one by the Obama 

transition co-chaired by Michele Flournoy and Richard Holbrooke.277 All three concluded 

that Afghanistan needed a fully resourced COIN strategy. That was, to some degree, 

put on hold by the change in command in the spring of 2009. After he took command 

General McChrystal’s 60-day assessment also called for a counterinsurgency strategy, 

and he asked for more troops to implement it which sparked considerable debate within 

the DoD, in the interagency, and especially the White House. His assessment 

presented troop increase options of 11,000, 40,000, or 80,000 with 40,000 being the 

preferred option.278 The assessment with preferred troop increase was leaked to the 

 
276 Gates, Robert M. Duty, 2011, Chapter 10; Perry, Mark. The Pentagon’s Wars, 2017, 240-241.  
277 Eric Edelman comment May 24, 2022. 
278 General Stanley McChrystal to Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, COMISAF’s Initial Assessment, August 30, 
2009, https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/document/24560-headquarters-international-security-assistance-force-kabul-
afghanistan-gen-stanley ; Malkasian. Carter. The American War in Afghanistan: A History. United States: Oxford 
University Press, 2021. 2021, 234.  

https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/document/24560-headquarters-international-security-assistance-force-kabul-afghanistan-gen-stanley
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Washington Post and the senior military commanders and CJCS were speaking publicly 

on the matter while the President was still considering it which angered him and was 

perceived as an attempt to box him in. It also leaked that Vice President Biden, VCJCS 

Cartwright, and the war Czar, Army Lieutenant General Douglas Lute, offered options 

on what was called Counter Terrorism Plus (CT+) which was far less troop intensive 

and focused on killing al Qaeda terrorists. It was far more limited and garnered other 

supporters yet was understood that it could not work if the Taliban overran the country. 

This was widely reported drama at the time with current and former civilian and military 

officials openly opining in the media and at think tanks. After debating the merits of this 

in nine review sessions SECDEF Gates came up with a seemingly workable solution 

with the President that would authorize another 30,000 U.S. troops and to apply 

leverage to the allies for 10,000 more treating this as a surge rather than an open-

ended commitment with an agreement of accelerating their arrival and setting a 

timetable for them to come home.279  

How the Operation Unfolded - This was clearly a compromise solution born of 

political realities and tradeoffs. It was not a perfect solution, but it gave the 

administration a new strategy whose overarching goal was “to disrupt, dismantle, and 

defeat al Qaeda in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and to prevent its capacity to threaten 

America and our allies in the future. To meet that goal, the U.S. pursued the following 

objectives within Afghanistan: 1. Deny al Qaeda a safe haven; 2. Reverse the Taliban's 

momentum and deny it the ability to overthrow the government; and 3. Strengthen the 

capacity of Afghanistan's security forces and government so that they can take lead 

 
279 Obama, Barack. A Promised Land, 441-443; Gates, Robert M. Duty, 2011, Chapter 10.  
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responsibility for Afghanistan's future. The administration sought to meet these 

objectives in three ways.  First, by pursuing a military strategy that would break the 

Taliban's momentum and increase Afghanistan's capacity over the next 18 months. 

Second, by working with our partners, the United Nations, and the Afghan people to 

pursue a more effective civilian strategy, so that the government could take advantage 

of improved security. Third, act with the full recognition that our success in Afghanistan 

is inextricably linked to our partnership with Pakistan.280 

At the time the strategy was enacted there was hope that it would make a 

difference and the administration felt it represented the best effort under the 

circumstances, but it ultimately illustrated even more perils to using compromise 

solutions and splitting the difference along with a set timetable for troop departures not 

tied to conditions on the ground, which were unlikely to be decisive or successful.  This 

also marked the pinnacle of, and set the standard for, troop number debates. The troop 

numbers debate in the post GWN Act environment began in earnest in Desert Storm, 

where they were micromanaged. They were then heavily debated in the second Iraq 

War and subsequent surge, and this was ultimately taken to a whole different level with 

the Afghanistan surge. It also created some of the most bureaucratically creative troop 

“boots on the ground” (BOG) accounting equations and mechanisms that continued 

through the end of the administration and beyond.281 It also highlighted the power of the 

 
280 Remarks by the President in Address to the Nation on the Way Forward in Afghanistan and Pakistan, December 
1, 2009, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/remarks-president-address-nation-way-forward-
afghanistan-and-pakistan. 
281 Multiple interviews acknowledged creative accounting and outright acts of deception occurred routinely from 
this point in the Obama Administration through the end of Trump Administration about the BOG number in 
multiple places.  Arguably the right outcome but used the wrong methods to secure it.  

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/remarks-president-address-nation-way-forward-afghanistan-and-pakistan
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/remarks-president-address-nation-way-forward-afghanistan-and-pakistan
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senior military leaders in the debate to force the President’s hand but also showed a 

deft SECDEF and President willing to take risks and compromise.  

General McChrystal was in command for about a year when a media report 

surfaced that his staff had made disparaging remarks about the President’s policy and 

about then Vice President Biden. President Obama relieved McChrystal of command 

and General Petraeus was asked to replace him in Afghanistan, a step down from his 

perch as the CENTCOM Commander, to continue implementing the Afghanistan 

strategy they all argued for, and it was tough going. From a civ-mil relations point of 

view this was the right call even though General McChrystal was greatly admired by 

senior military and civilians. It illustrated that President Obama was clearly in charge as 

the commander in chief who was willing to hold commanders accountable having lost 

trust and confidence in General McChrystal’s judgment. Afghanistan President Karzai 

was an increasingly unreliable partner, governance was not moving fast enough, 

corruption was spinning out of control with the influx of resources into the country, and 

the overreliance on the military for many of the tasks took a toll. Moreover, the 

squabbling within the Obama Administration never stopped on the issue of Afghanistan 

and Pakistan and resentments and hard feelings endured. 

Results - SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen were ultimately key players in 

working towards an acceptable, feasible (believed somewhat at the time), and they 

thought a politically practical solution. Unfortunately, the Obama Administration came up 

with this suboptimal strategy to surge for only 18 months. No one who understood what 

was happening in Afghanistan really believed that an 18-month strategy was going to 

work, especially in the DoD, because the time it took to deploy the additional forces 
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including other NATO forces (even slower), enact the new strategy, and implement a 

counterinsurgency campaign on the ground could never realistically be done in 18 

months. Expanding the entire Afghanistan National Security Forces through recruiting, 

training, and deployment arguably would take years beyond the surge. Moreover, the 

political goals of expanding government institutional capability, capacity, and legitimacy 

could never be accomplished within that time frame. There never was a real 

commitment to the all-important civilian side of the surge. French counterinsurgency 

expert David Galula articulated that in COIN 80-90% of the effort must be on the 

political side and only 10-20 % on the military side of providing population security. The 

U.S. never came close to those numbers in either Bush, Obama, or Trump 

Administrations.282 

SECDEF Gates, CJCS Mullen, and the JCS knew this and to some extent voiced 

their views on this, but they also censored themselves and tried to find middle paths that 

would satisfy multiple stakeholders. They ultimately bear some responsibility for how the 

Afghanistan surge was designed, decided, and ultimately implemented, because they 

agreed to what they knew as a suboptimal optimal way to implement the flawed strategy 

with a fixed timetable. It was not something they were ready to resign over though. 

There was a sense of urgency to try to work through solutions even if they were 

suboptimal, challenging to execute, or ultimately would not fully succeed. The 

Afghanistan strategy and surge was the one they were going to get, and they worked to 

optimize it to the best of their ability.  

 
282 Eric Edelman comments May 24, 2022. 
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President Obama ultimately owned the decision though and he made it balancing 

competing priorities with his domestic agenda, and he weighed the considerable costs. 

President Obama was firmly opposed to any open-ended commitment and refused to let 

Afghanistan become a war without end. The cost was simply too high, $889 billion over 

10 years according to the original recommendation and estimate. President Obama was 

not willing to commit to an extended long-term nation building effort that realistically 

could take 10 more years to complete.283      

SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen made many trips to partner nations to help 

build the coalition’s support, and CJCS Mullen’s frequent meetings with his counterpart 

in Pakistan, Chief of Army Staff Ashfaq Kayani, helped make the suboptimal strategy 

workable. The fact that it ultimately did not work out strategically as intended in the 

years afterward, through the Trump Administration, up until the Biden Administration 

was foreseeable but hindsight is always 20/20 and ultimately these were political, not 

military decisions. There was consensus within the Obama Administration then that 

something had to be done because the political cost and strategic cost failure in 

Afghanistan, like Iraq, was potentially high. Ultimately, President Trump made other 

difficult and largely unsuccessful decisions and suboptimal negotiations with the 

Taliban. President Biden campaigned to end the war in Afghanistan one way or another 

and he did. He ended the war in Afghanistan in 2021 by “playing the endgame in 

Afghanistan as bad as we could have.”284  

 
283 Malkasian, Carter. The American War in Afghanistan, 236-238. 
284 The quote was from a public Gates 2021 interview.  The conclusion was drawn from multiple memoirs including 
Obama’s The Promised Land; Gates Duty; and McChrystal’s My Share of the Task. 
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Other things could have also been tried and there were other key decisions made 

and some that were not made that could have changed the course of the war or ended 

it earlier. Those were mostly political not military decisions though the military certainly 

had preferences for actions and strategy. Those are outlined in the first comprehensive 

history of the U.S. war efforts in Afghanistan in scholar Carter Malkasian’s substantive 

book titled The American War in Afghanistan. Malkasian provides considerable insight 

into the decisions and debates, both military and political, over the course of the 20-year 

war there, the longest war in U.S. history.  

The lessons learned indicate that ultimately what SECDEF Gates said in his 

February 2011 speech at West Point remains relevant today. “In my opinion, any future 

defense secretary who advises the president to again send a big American land army 

into Asia or into the Middle East or Africa should ‘have his head examined,’ as General 

MacArthur so delicately put it.”285  SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen accepted 

responsibility for their role in the debate and ultimately enacted the decisions that were 

made.  At the time, in that political context it seemed like a reasonably prudent decision 

given the issues at stake and the players involved, but the reality is that even then there 

was not strong political conviction that it would be fully successful. How the war 

ultimately ended in 2021 is a tragedy for many people in Afghanistan and the U.S. 

military. Political failures cannot be measured with full objectivity at this point or what the 

enduring impacts will be to policy or the American military’s psyche. The recently 

released Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) report from 

 
285  Shanker, Thom. “Warning Against Wars Like Iraq and Afghanistan,” February 25, 2011, New York Times, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/02/26/world/26gates.html 
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May 2022 correctly concludes that we built the ANSF to rely on U.S. contractor support 

and it was perfectly predictable that the Afghan Army would fail if that support were 

suddenly withdrawn. That is a failure that extends to all four Administrations (Bush, 

Obama, Trump, and Biden).286 

Libya  

Synopsis - What became known as Operation Odyssey Dawn began on March 

19, 2011. This operation was a NATO and U.S. effort to enforce a no-fly zone in Libya 

to keep Libyan dictator Muammar Qaddafi’s military from slaughtering pro-democracy 

rebels in Benghazi. This uprising was part of the series of events in what was called the 

“Arab Spring” with uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt that replaced dictators and conflicts 

beginning in Yemen and Syria. Libya was the only one where intervention was 

supported by people in the White House.  

Debate and Decision to Use Military Force - SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen 

were opposed to U.S. involvement because the military was still busy with the two wars 

they were already in and the possibility of a protracted fight in Libya was perceived as a 

risk. SECSTATE Clinton was initially opposed as well but later changed her mind after 

meeting with the Libyan opposition.  At this point in his tenure SECDEF Gates was 

running out of patience on many things “but most of all with people blithely talking about 

the use of military force as though it was some kind of video game.”287 He was also 

upset that several aides to the President were talking to President Obama about military 

 
286 SIGAR 22-22-IP Evaluation Report. Collapse of the Afghan National Defense and Security Forces: An Assessment 
of the Factors That Led to Its Demise. May 2022. https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/evaluations/SIGAR-22-22-IP.pdf 
287 Gates, Robert M. Duty, 2015, Chapter 13. 
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options without the DoD being involved in the conversation. Although the key leaders at 

the DoD including SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen argued against military 

intervention, and represented the views of the DoD, they ultimately lost the argument in 

the NSC on this issue.  

President Obama directly overruled his SECDEF and CJCS on this issue which 

indicated several things. He agreed with SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen that despite 

France and the UK’s willingness to talk tough and offer their forces in lead roles, that the 

U.S. was likely to have to carry the load for most of the operation in Libya. Gates and 

Mullen were not the ultimate key voices in the debate however, and at this point their 

influence was waning as their tenures were winding down. It also highlights a more 

experienced and emboldened President who relied less on the DoD’s and military’s 

advice on these matters with other voices in the administration having a bigger role and 

voice namely SECSTATE Clinton, Samantha Power, Susan Rice, Ben Rhodes, and 

Tony Blinken who for varying reasons brought up points in the debate indicating support 

for military involvement and the responsibility to do so.288 Although they did not like the 

decision President Obama made, SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen did not feel this 

was an issue they would fall on their proverbial swords for or resign over, partially 

because the President was adamant about it being a limited military engagement and 

he too was also leery of potential mission creep. Instead, they ultimately accepted 

President Obama’s decision for the military to implement a no-fly zone and limited 

military engagement and they faithfully carried out his orders.  

 
288 Obama, Barack. A Promised Land, 655-668. 
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Civilian officials and military officers discussed the political and operational 

considerations that shaped the Obama Administration’s decision-making process 

regarding this limited no-fly zone mission. SECDEF Gates said, “We are very mindful of 

opinion in the region, and that’s one of the reasons that one of the three central criteria 

with respect to any action requires strong regional support. I think that a number of 

[NATO] ministers made clear that we were—we wanted to put ourselves in a position to 

assist the Arab League, the African Union or the U.N. in this endeavor, and very 

sensitive to NATO being responsive to those organizations rather than taking an 

initiative on its own.” U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations Susan Rice indicated 

publicly that the Administration supported discussions by the UN Security Council of 

further international steps, including a no-fly zone, regarding the conflict in Libya. She 

said, “we need to be prepared to contemplate steps that include, but perhaps [should] 

go beyond, a no-fly zone at this point, as the situation on the ground has evolved, and 

as a no-fly zone has inherent limitations in terms of protection of civilians at immediate 

risk.”  Air Force Chief of Staff General Norton Schwartz “said it would take upwards of a 

week to establish a no-fly zone and would require U.S. forces to first neutralize Libyan 

ground to air anti-aircraft sites.” He added that a no-fly zone itself “would not be 

sufficient” to reverse recent Libyan government gains against the anti-Qaddafi forces. 

On March 17, Ambassador Rice explained the U.S. vote in favor of Resolution 1973 by 

stating that the UN Security Council, “has responded to the Libyan people’s cry for help. 

This Council’s purpose is clear: to protect innocent civilians.”289 

 
289 Ricks, Thomas E. “Gates lays out criteria for Libya action,” ForeignPolicy.com/Best Defense blog, March 10, 
2011; Remarks by Ambassador Susan E. Rice, U.S. Permanent Representative to the United Nations, at the Security 
Council Stakeout on Libya, New York, NY, March 16, 2011; Frank Oliveri, “Top Officer Says ‘No-Fly’ Zone Over Libya 
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How the Operation Unfolded - UN Security Council Resolution 1973 gave the 

U.S. and NATO a free hand in Libya. The military mission authorized by the UN was to 

establish a no-fly zone and protect civilians, with the political goal of getting rid of 

Qaddafi. President Obama placed limitations on the military mission making clear the 

U.S. would transfer leadership of the military operation to NATO to reduce the U.S. level 

of involvement, and he specifically said using the military to remove Qaddafi would be a 

mistake. The U.S. established Operation Odyssey Dawn, which was the U.S. 

contribution to the multilateral military operation that began on March 19, 2011. U.S. 

and coalition forces quickly established command of the air over Libya’s major cities, 

destroying portions of the Libyan air defense network and attacking pro-Qaddafi forces 

that were threats to civilian populations. On March 28, 2011, the NATO Secretary 

General announced that NATO would take over command of all aspects of military 

operations within a few days. In the military operation the establishment of the initial no-

fly zone over Libya went smoothly with only one U.S. aircraft lost due to mechanical 

malfunction and the crew were rescued. The cost of the initial operation was around 

$550 million but it ballooned to approximately $1 billion after the mission extended.290 

U.S. participation in Operation Odyssey Dawn and NATO operations around Libya 

raised several questions for the desired politico-strategic end state, and the role of U.S. 

military forces in an operation under international command. Many were never fully 

articulated especially after the no-fly zone was established. The U.S. role was crucial 

 
Might Not Help Rebels,” CQ Today Online, March 17, 2011;  U.S. Congress, Senate Committee on Armed Services, 
Hearing on the Proposed Fiscal 2012 and Future Year Defense Authorization Budget Request Related to the Air 
Force, 112th Cong., 1st sess., March 17, 2011. 
290 Operation Odyssey Dawn (Libya): Background and Issues for Congress, Congressional Research Service, 
Jeremiah Gertler, Coordinator, March 30, 2011, https://sgp.fas.org/crs/natsec/R41725.pdf  
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though because the allies used up their precision guided munitions in a few days which 

required additional use of U.S. assets, namely unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV) that 

played a critical role in turning back offensives by Qaddafi’s forces. The allies could not 

have succeeded without U.S. support. 

Results – Although the implementation of the no-fly zone was a success the 

mission and intervention ultimately were not a success. After Qaddafi was hunted down 

and executed in October, Libya descended into chaos and even President Obama 

admitted they had not adequately prepared for what came after the no-fly zone. The 

mission in Libya ultimately became a “shit show” ending badly as SECDEF Gates and 

CJCS Mullen predicted.291  There really was no valid excuse for what happened in Libya 

especially since one of the main charges made against the Bush Administration in Iraq, 

was that a regime change operation without a plan for post-combat stabilization 

operations was doomed to failure. Clearly the Obama Administration’s post-combat 

stabilization planning, and operations were lacking as well. The country spiraled into not 

one, but two, civil wars since then with an unknown number of casualties.  Ultimately 

President Obama admitted that he felt that intervening in Libya was the right thing to do 

but failing to plan for what came after Qaddafi’s government fell and its aftermath was 

one of the worst mistakes of his Presidency.292 Again, although the initial military 

engagement accomplished the very limited military mission it set out to do what 

ultimately happened afterwards was never fully predicted, planned for, or considered in 

any detail from a military perspective.  U.S. Africa Command (USAFRICOM) was the 

 
291 Gates, Robert M. Duty, Chapter 13; Perry, Mark.  The Pentagon’s Wars, 2017, 249-251.  
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U.S. command element with U.S. European Command (USEUCOM) in support. In 

2011, both commands were focused on theater cooperation missions and although they 

had forces assigned to them capable of performing aspects of the mission it was 

complex. There was never any intent to put U.S. or NATO boots on the ground but there 

were also not reliable friendly Libyan forces on the ground that could gain control over 

the country, only parts of it, and Libya devolved into chaos. The Libyan opposition’s 

Transitional National Council (TNC) proved to be unreliable in its ability to assume 

power and provide governance over the country despite promises made to SECTATE 

Clinton and other supporters. Without capable forces to provide security on the ground 

to reestablish a functioning government the country descended into chaos with multiple 

militias vying for power.  

This mission again highlighted some of the challenges that the SECDEF and 

CJCS faced when providing options for a mission they did not fully support or want to 

expand. As with other limited interventions there was an assumption on what the end 

state would be but that was not clear up front, it further became muddled, and getting rid 

of Qaddafi while laudable as a goal, was never fully thought through. Furthermore, U.S. 

planning documents made clear that the military objective, supported by a coalition of 

allies and partners, would be to protect civilians and enforce the terms of the resolution, 

requiring: all attacks against civilians must stop; Qaddafi stop his troops from advancing 

on Benghazi, pull them back from Ajdabiya, Misrata, and Zawiya and other cities, and 

establish water, electricity and gas supplies to all areas; and that humanitarian 

assistance be allowed to reach the people of Libya” yet those were not attainable 

military objectives if one could call them military objectives at all and they certainly could 
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not be accomplished with a no-fly zone.293 The Libya mission proved once again that 

without clearly linked political and military goals and a mission with a defined end state 

and transition plan, the mission was not postured for success. President Obama, 

SECSTATE Clinton, Ambassador Rice, and the Obama Administration was rightly held 

responsible for what came next including the Benghazi fiasco that resulted in the loss of 

U.S. Ambassador Chris Stevens and three other U.S. personnel in September 2012. It 

also highlighted that SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen were not persuasive in their 

arguments against this intervention, and it showed the limits of their ability to shape 

national and defense policy pertaining to military intervention.  

Osama bin Laden Raid  

Synopsis – On May 2, 2011, Osama bin Laden, the founder of al-Qaeda, was 

killed in Pakistan by U.S. special operations Navy SEALs from SEAL Team Six. The 

operation was code-named Operation Neptune Spear and was carried out in a joint CIA 

and Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) mission, through and interagency 

coordination of the CIA and military Special Mission Units involved in the raid. In 

addition to SEAL Team Six, participating JSOC units included the 160th Special 

Operations Aviation Regiment (Airborne) and operators from the CIA's Special Activities 

Division. The operation ended a nearly 10-year search for bin Laden, following his 

leading role in the September 11 attacks on the United States.294 

 
293 United States Activities in Libya, http://s3.documentcloud.org/documents/204680/united-states-activities-in-
libya-6-15-11.pdf 
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Debate and Decision to Use Military Force – Originally, SECDEF Gates and Vice 

President Biden were not in support of the raid that ultimately killed Osama bin Laden, 

perhaps one of the few times they agreed about an operation but for different reasons. 

Vice President Biden’s main concern surrounded the political consequences of failure. 

SECDEF Gates was worried about the second and third order effects on the war in 

Afghanistan and wasn’t convinced that Osama bin Laden was there based on the 

intelligence which indicated that there was essentially a 50-50 chance that it was bin 

Laden at the compound. SECDEF Gates described that CIA Director Leon Panetta 

came to see him in December 2010 and relayed that CIA analysts believed they found 

bin Laden in Pakistan. In February 2011 they brought in Vice Admiral William 

McCraven, the JSOC Commander, to begin planning a strike and raid on the suspected 

compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan.  

President Obama and his senior advisors met multiple times debating whether to 

strike the compound. Originally there were five options: bomber strike, helicopter raid by 

SOF, a CIA raid, a joint raid with Pakistan, and just telling the Pakistanis and letting 

them deal with the compound. Ultimately, they only seriously debated three options: a 

special operations raid, bombing/air strike, and a limited small-scale drone strike.  The 

last two were low risk and the raid was the riskiest. President Obama met with the NSC  

on March 14, 2011, to review options and expressed his concern that the mission would 

be exposed and so he wanted to proceed quickly. Obama ruled out involving the 

Pakistanis because of a lack of trust. SECDEF Gates was by this point in his tenure 

somewhat cautious, repeated his doubts as to whether bin Laden was in the compound, 

and whether a commando raid was worth the risk. At the end of this meeting, President 
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Obama seemed to be leaning toward a bombing mission. With an air strike the 

estimates were that up to a dozen civilians would be killed in addition to those in the 

compound, including women and children. Furthermore, it was unlikely there would be 

enough evidence remaining to prove that bin Laden was dead.295 Presented with this 

information at the next Security Council meeting on March 29, Obama put the bombing 

plan on hold and directed Vice Admiral William McRaven to develop the plan for a 

special operations raid with helicopters.  Planners believed that the SEALs could get to 

the compound in Abbottabad and back without being challenged by the Pakistani 

military. If bin Laden surrendered, he would be held near Bagram Air Base. If the SEALs 

were discovered by the Pakistanis in the middle of the raid, CJCS Mike Mullen would 

call Pakistan's Army Chief General Ashfaq Parvez Kayani and try to negotiate their 

release. It was both operationally and politically risky. 

On April 19, the NSC met again and SECDEF Gates laid out his concerns to the 

President and outlined all the things that could go wrong but also admitted his 

experience made him cautious. Ultimately, the President gave provisional approval for 

the helicopter raid, but he worried that the plan for dealing with the Pakistanis was 

uncertain and asked Vice Admiral McRaven to be prepared to have the raid team fight 

its way out if necessary.  

The final meeting took place on April 28, with SECDEF Gates and VCJCS 

Cartwright supporting the drone option and CIA Director Panetta in favor of the raid. 

CJCS Mullen explained the final operational plan to the NSC. As a measure to bolster 
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the "fight your way out" scenario, Chinook helicopters were positioned nearby with 

additional troops. The greater part of the advisers in the meeting supported going 

forward with the raid. Vice President Biden again laid out the risk of it going wrong and 

the potential for confrontation with the Pakistanis. President Obama said he wanted to 

speak directly to Admiral McRaven before he gave the order to proceed. The President 

asked if McRaven had learned anything since arriving in Afghanistan that caused him to 

lose confidence in the mission. Admiral McRaven told him the team was ready and that 

the next few nights would have little moonlight over Abbottabad, which were good 

conditions for a raid. The President told everyone he would make his decision within 24 

hours.  

On April 29, President Obama conferred with his advisers and gave the final go-

ahead for the mission. The raid would take place the following day. At the urging of 

USD(P) Flournoy and USD (I) Mike Vickers, SECDEF Gates was persuaded to support 

the raid option and he notified the President of his support, which was an hour after the 

President decided to proceed with it. That evening President Obama was informed that 

the operation would be delayed one day due to cloudy weather.  

On April 30, President Obama called McRaven one more time to wish the SEALs 

well and to thank them for their service. On May 1, CIA Director Leon Panetta, acting on 

the president's orders, directed Vice Admiral McRaven to move forward with the 

operation. Shortly after 3 p.m., the President joined national security officials in the 

Situation Room to monitor the raid. They watched night-vision images taken from a 

Sentinel drone while Panetta, appearing in the corner of the screen from CIA 

headquarters, narrated what was happening while watching it on video links, and 
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McRaven in Afghanistan with the key members of the NSC watching in the Situation 

Room.296   

How the Operation Unfolded and Result – The raid on bin Laden's compound in 

Abbottabad, Pakistan, was launched from Afghanistan, where U.S. forces were based 

about 120 miles away, and the raid at the compound was 40 minutes long. The rest is 

now well-known history with key members of the NSC huddled in the White House 

situation room, including SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen. They all watched as one of 

the helicopters made a crash landing, the SEAL teams entered the compound then 

seeing nothing for 15 or so minutes, then receiving the confirmation message 

“Geronimo-EKIA” (enemy killed in action). The SEAL team got out of the compound 

after escorting women and children out, blowing up the crashed helicopter, and flying 

away with bin Laden’s body in one helicopter and forensic evidence that confirmed it 

was bin Laden, and a substantial amount of intelligence in the other. The SOF team 

then flew over 850 miles out to the Arabian Sea, where bin Laden’s body was buried at 

sea in accordance with Islamic tradition, within 24 hours of his death.  

This was a tactical, operational, and strategic success for the U.S. Even after the 

SOF teams returned safely SECDEF Gates recalled that there was no celebration but 

there was a deep sense of satisfaction and closure and “that all the Americans who had 

been killed by al Qaeda on September 11, 2001, and in the years before, had finally 

been avenged. I was very proud to work for a president who had made one of the most 

courageous decisions I had ever witnessed in the White House.”297  The debate and 

 
296 Obama, Barack. A Promised Land, 676-701. 
297 Gates, Robert M. Duty, Chapter 14.  



212 
 

decision also highlighted how risk was considered and debated from political and 

military perspectives. It illustrated that some voices in the debate like CIA Director 

Panetta, CJCS Mullen, VCJCS Cartwright, and other key members of the DoD senior 

leadership team (Flournoy and Vickers) were convinced it could succeed and convinced 

the President to make the call to conduct the raid.  It also illustrated that the President 

was again willing to override the recommendations of his SECDEF, though eventually 

Mr. Gates supported the mission. The fact that this mission succeeded restored 

confidence in America’s ability to successfully conduct an extremely complex military 

and political mission despite the risks and fall out amongst some in the international 

community and upsetting Pakistan. This case was also a successful instance where 

there were no information leaks, no hidden agendas on display, and it ultimately 

illustrated that it was still possible to succeed in accomplishing specific objectives by 

effectively integrating interagency activities with precision.  

Effectiveness 

How effective have Secretaries of Defense and their respective Chairmen of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff been in advising the President in facilitating successful 

U.S. military and foreign policy?  In the case of SECDEF Robert Gates and CJCS 

Admiral Mike Mullen they were successful in advising the President and facilitating 

successful policy for two different Presidents, across two disparate administrations, from 

two different political parties with different philosophies on the use of force by several 

degrees. They did not always get things right, and there were some strong debates and 

discussions, but ultimately, they supported both President Bush and President Obama’s 

decisions because the Presidential decisions were legal and they accepted that they 
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were the President’s call to make, even if they did not agree with them. They both had 

their opportunities to have their views voiced and considered. SECDEF Gates was 

considered the best SECDEF the country has had in the post GWN era by a wide 

margin of people interviewed for this study. He deftly played the hand he was dealt and 

had the support of both Presidents on nearly all the major decisions.  Moreover, he had 

the good sense to leave after being in the SECDEF job for over four years. He was 

keenly aware that the job was intense, all consuming, and that history had not been kind 

to those who stayed in the job too long. He had the opportunity to finish on his own 

terms and had a chance to assist his successor, Leon Panetta, that enabled a warm 

handoff ensuring a level of continuity on the big issues confronting the DoD. 

CJCS Mullen was clearly the highest profile chairman since CJCS Powell and 

restored the position to one with more power than his predecessors although he took 

criticism for it. He was considered effective by the people interviewed for this study. 

While he may have annoyed people for being outspoken and in his use of the media, he 

also managed to accomplish a lot of key things during his tenure. In addition to his 

concern for the health of the military and particularly the ground services, he was a key 

driving force behind ultimately repealing the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy and enabling 

gays to openly serve in the military. Moreover, he was credited with being a tireless 

military diplomat who garnered cooperation form allies and partners and nurtured key 

relationships around the world, including the Middle East during the Arab Spring.  The 

Gates-Mullen combination was considered a highly successful civ-mil team due to the 

complexity and range of issues they faced during their tenure.  
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Considering this historical record, what type of relationship between the 

two enabled success or failure?  A relationship characterized by mutual respect and 

partnership enabled SECDEF Gates and CJCS Pace and CJCS Mullen to succeed. The 

partnership between Gates and Mullen was clearly stronger because Gates played a 

big role in picking Mullen as CJCS because he liked what he saw and his approach to 

joint matters over service parochialism. The fact that CJCS Mullen, as a Navy Admiral, 

really understood the bigger picture, made things run smoother. CJCS Mullen adeptly 

understood the issues each of the Services faced and put his emphasis on helping the 

ground forces and SOF regain readiness and balance.  

Each of them also understood that their roles were complementary yet had 

discernable lanes where they differed. They were open and transparent with each other 

on the areas that they agreed on and where they differed. On the occasions where 

there were staff disagreements, they worked through them professionally. The one area 

that was suboptimal was the internal issues with VCJCS Cartwright, which probably 

could have been handled by having closed door sessions and private counseling – 

something it would have seemed prudent for the SECDEF to lead.  

Did the post Goldwater-Nichols structural design of this relationship enable 

them to make effective decisions?  The post GWN structural design of this 

relationship enabled them to make effective decisions but the talent that surrounded 

them assisted in making them successful. SECDEF Gates had one the best staffs from 

top to bottom in OSD filled with smart capable and largely non overtly partisan 

personnel during his tenure under both administrations from different political parties. 

Partly, this was because people wanted to serve and be a part of something bigger than 
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themselves supporting the war efforts. The same could be said of the JS under both 

CJCS Pace and CJCS Mullen’s leadership. They had quality personnel who served as a 

team on their staffs. Some of them served for years so there was continuity that some of 

their predecessors enjoyed but that most of their successors ultimately did not.  

The frictions between the combatant commands and Services however 

continued to increase during this time because of the heavy demand for forces and 

requirements for high demand low density resources as the fights in the Middle East 

intensified. Even with Iraq drawing down after the surge the Services never were able to 

regain readiness. Ultimately, they deployed more forces to Afghanistan and the other 

combatant commands continued to need forces for an array of requirements. Balancing 

current requirements against future requirements was a priority but balancing readiness, 

training, presence, and multiple contingency operations was exceedingly difficult. 

Figuring out how to modernize the force also suffered and there was an 

underinvestment in future capabilities due in part to the recession in 2008. SECDEF 

Gates and OSD retained primacy over policy making during his tenure as well, 

something his successors slowly lost control of over time.  

The civ-mil challenges in public also continued to grow with senior military 

officers increasing their profiles and publicly advocating for their preferred courses of 

action that were sometimes at odds with how both President Bush and President 

Obama would have preferred. Much of the literature and interviews cite this as 

deliberate and to a degree it was. It was also part of the culture the senior officers grew 

up in coupled with their own sense of entitlement that occasionally led them to speak 

out publicly without thinking about the second and third order effects and deliberately 
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working Congress and the media behind the scenes. The problem is that some of them 

were naïve on how Washington and the media worked, and others used the 

opportunities to increase their own power. SECDEF Gates and CJCS Mullen reigned 

this in over time. More than once they also had to own the fact that their personnel 

choices, like selecting General McKiernan and General McChrystal for command in 

Afghanistan, did not always work out the way they had hoped or planned. SECDEF 

Gates and CJCS Mullen played the hands they were dealt well, and they were more 

successful than not with some notable successes and a few failures as articulated in 

this case study.  
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Chapter 8:  Short Tenured SECDEFs and CJCS Who Provided Continuity 

 In the 11 years since Secretary Gates left office there have been 11 SECDEFs, 

six Senate confirmed for the role and five in an Acting capacity, which by any measure 

is turbulence at the top of the largest department and most expensive government 

agency in not only the U.S. but the world. This has led to some of the current 

dysfunction within the DoD and the perception of an imbalance in civ-mil relations that 

contributed to what some perceive as a civ-mil crisis. The continuity through this period 

is the leadership of the CJCS who served during this time frame: Admiral Mike Mullen 

(briefly for SECDEF Panetta), General Martin Dempsey (4 years), General Joseph 

Dunford (4 years), and General Mark Milley, the current CJCS (2 plus years and 

counting).   

This chapter is structured somewhat differently for several reasons. It discusses 

challenges they faced including some use of force decisions where there is substantive 

information available but does not go into significant detail for each one of the debates 

for a few reasons, including the fact that some decisions remain classified and there are 

not enough unclassified primary and secondary sources that triangulate and confirm the 

information in detail.  The chapter is meant to highlight how much has changed and how 

much remains the same. Some of their important use of force decisions were not 

dramatic increases but rather measured drawdowns of forces in Iraq and Afghanistan 

that deviated slightly from the original plans and ultimately also having to go back to Iraq 

and into Syria to deal with ISIS. Moreover, the debates and decisions not to use force in 

some cases, while valuable, are difficult to put into a short study and require more in-

depth examination than the scope of this study supports. 



218 
 

Three SECDEFS and CJCS Martin Dempsey 
 

Among the SECDEFs that have served since SECDEF Gates departed that had 

relatively short tenures Secretary Panetta and Secretary Carter were considered 

somewhat effective. Secretary Chuck Hagel who served in between those two was 

perceived as less successful. The reasons for their relative success and challenges are 

discussed in this chapter. While serving as SECDEF each of these men were aided by 

an effective CJCS, General Dempsey, who brought a quieter approach and demeaner 

to the position after Admiral Mullen. SECDEF Gates recommended General Dempsey 

for the job after he had previously recommended him as the Chief of Staff of the Army 

only five months earlier. Mr. Gates also worked to entice CIA Director Leon Panetta, 

among others, as his own successor for the SECDEF position.  

CJCS Dempsey deliberately wanted to restore the position of CJCS to that of the 

quiet professional principal military advisor. Part of the reason he was selected as CJCS 

is because he did not openly want or lobby for the job, and he spoke frankly with 

President Obama on what a President should expect from his military advisors. General 

Dempsey told the President that “those advising you on anything better have their facts 

straight. They better have the courage to tell you the truth. Even if they think it may not 

be what you want to hear. When they present you problems, they better be prepared to 

recommend solutions. They should present you options, not ultimatums, and be able to 

articulate the risks associated with each option. They know you don’t have to take their 

advice, but when you do make a decision based on their advice, you’ll own it.”298  This 
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directness and willingness to present options signaled that he would work to avoid what 

happened during the Afghanistan COIN and surge debate where the perception was 

that senior military officers preferred courses of action, leaks, and incessant advocating 

reduced the President’s maneuver room.299  

SECDEF Leon Panetta served in the position from July 1, 2001, to February 26, 

2013 (1 year, 240 days). SECDEF Chuck Hagel was in the position from February 27, 

2013, through February 17, 2015 (1 year, 355 days), and SECDEF Ash Carter served in 

the job from February 17, 2015, through January 20, 2017 (1 year 338 days).300  Most of 

the use of force decisions each of these SECDEFs made were smaller compared to 

those covered in the case studies so it is insightful to look at the relationship dynamics 

and a small sample of some of their key decisions across CJCS Dempsey’s tenure. He 

was the continual thread through the decision-making process as the senior military 

advisor to President Obama and the NSC.  

As far as relationships go between senior civilians and military during his tenure, 

SECDEF Panetta thought “General Dempsey was a great CJCS” and an incredible 

team player. He spoke highly of the rest of the JCS, and they all worked as a team 

where everyone knew the key issues and kept each other informed. SECDEF Panetta 

and CJCS Dempsey would meet with President Obama together. SECDEF Panetta and 

CJCS Dempsey also met every day in the SECDEF’s daily staff meeting and they 

included the VCJCS and key staffers as necessary. Their approach to working on 

issues was to divide and conquer and ultimately come back together to have a unified 
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front. For personnel decisions SECDEF Panetta went over options with the CJCS, 

VCJS, and sometimes the Service Chiefs to select the right people for promotion to key 

3 and 4-star jobs. If it required a Presidential decision, they wanted to have two names 

for each of the jobs to give the President options and themselves flexibility. They did not 

have major disagreements on any key issue.301 This was a similar approach to what 

Rumsfeld and Gates used but more informal than Rumsfeld’s systematic approach. 

SECDEF Hagel and SECDEF Carter also sought to have a similar relationship 

with CJCS Dempsey.  Notably, since SECDEF Hagel left after an acrimonious split with 

President Obama allegedly over Syria, SECDEF Carter made sure that he protected the 

President’s freedom to make decisions large and small, especially about operations and 

use of force decisions. He wanted to heed President Obama’s guidance that the 

President spoke about when he interviewed Carter for the job which was simple, “If you 

have something to tell me, come and see me. I don’t want to read about it in the 

newspaper. Don’t jam me.”302 Luckily for all these SECDEFs in the second term of the 

Obama Administration, they had a durable and reliable CJCS partner in General 

Dempsey and later for SECDEF Carter, CJCS Dunford. They also had the benefit of 

working for a now experienced war time Commander in Chief in President Obama 

during his second term. 

General Dempsey’s tenure as CJCS crossed all three SECDEFs from October 1, 

2011-Septmber 13, 2015. During this time, for context, the U.S. had already started to 

withdraw its surge forces from Afghanistan and was only months away from ending its 
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involvement in Iraq to focus on growing concerns in the Asia Pacific region and the 

Administration’s pivot to the Asia Pacific region. Additionally, Congress had just enacted 

the Budget Control Act of 2011, which mandated dramatic reductions in government 

spending over the next decade.  

Under SECDEF Panetta and CJCS Dempsey’s tenure together they supervised 

and guided the Defense Department’s presidentially directed strategic review, 

Sustaining U.S. Global Leadership: Priorities for the 21st Century Defense (2012). It 

was crafted as a blueprint for the joint force out to 2020, and it highlighted the need to 

recalibrate current capabilities and make selective investments that enabled the force to 

surge and regenerate capacities for future flashpoints. It was a shift in strategy for the 

DoD and focused on partnering as the U.S. and its allies pooled specialized capabilities 

and sought innovative, lower-cost, and sustainable approaches to shared security 

interests in Asia-Pacific and the Middle East. This was also the strategy document that 

underpinned the pivot to Asia303 

SECDEF Panetta and CJCS Dempsey also faced a $487 billion reduction in 

defense funding and sought a strategic balance between capability and capacity. The 

resulting budget proposal planned for transitioning to a smaller and more affordable 

force, with continued investment in space, cyberspace, long-range precision strike 

capabilities, and special operations forces. Both the SECDEF and CJCS warned that 

additional spending cuts would jeopardize their carefully calculated defense strategy, 

but the Congress’ inability to agree on plans to reduce the nation’s budget deficit 
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triggered sequestration required by the Budget Control Act of 2011, resulting in another 

ten-year, across-the-board, $500 billion reduction in funding in March 2013. While the 

Bipartisan Budget Act of 2013 partially mitigated the effects of sequestration through 

fiscal year 2015, they recognized the need to solicit congressional support for reducing 

infrastructure, retiring weapons systems, and slowing the growth of compensation 

packages to have funds necessary for readiness and modernization. Unfortunately, only 

40 percent of their recommendations which included the concurrence of the JCS and 

combatant commands, were accepted, and readiness, morale, and investment in 

capabilities suffered.304  

The other big decisions during SECDEF Panetta’s and CJCS Dempsey’s tenure 

included implementing the repeal of the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” approved on their 

predecessors watch and rescinding the prohibition against women in combat positions 

and specialties. SECDEF Carter later formally opened all military roles to women in 

January 2016 overriding a request by the Marine Corps to continue exempting them 

from certain positions. Additionally, SECDEF Carter announced that transgender people 

would be allowed to join and openly serve in the military.  

Use of Force Debates and Decisions 

There were three key use of force operations during CJCS Dempsey’s tenure 

that had debates and discussions that spanned the three SECDEF: Syria, Eastern 

Europe, and Countering ISIS in the Middle East. All of them addressed U.S. interests 

but Syria and ISIS required combat and Eastern Europe required deployed U.S. force 
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presence via rotational forces in training capacities to bolster NATO defenses and deter 

Russian aggression following the Russian incursion into Ukraine and seizure of Crimea.  

Syria - An Armed rebellion against the totalitarian regime of President Basher al-

Assad began in 2011 as part of the overall uprisings associated with the Arab Spring.  

SECDEF Panetta and CJCS Dempsey warned that a U.S. intervention in Syria could 

accelerate the conflict and possibly lead to an unstable state. Although they and others 

in the NSC initially advocated a proposal to arm prodemocracy rebels, as the situation 

deteriorated CJCS Dempsey advised that it had become difficult to identify which 

groups to support. President Obama ultimately chose to pursue a political solution via 

diplomatic and economic means but cautioned the Syrian government against 

employing chemical weapons as a “red line” that would “change the calculus.”305   After 

the world learned of deadly chemical attacks near Damascus in August 2013, some 

members of the NSC, including SECSTATE John Kerry, appealed for military strikes to 

degrade Assad’s chemical capability, but CJCS Dempsey emphasized that military 

action should be considered as part of a broader coalition and whole-of-government 

campaign or it “could inadvertently empower extremists or unleash the very chemical 

weapons we seek to control.”306  

In July 2013, after SECDEF Panetta departed and SECDEF Hagel took over, 

things also got heated in the Syria debate with the SASC threatening not to support 

CJCS Dempsey’s renomination for a second term as CJCS unless he publicly outlined 

military options for Syria. In a strikingly honest and straightforward unclassified letter 
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CJCS Dempsey outlined the options publicly and underlined a key point worth noting. 

From his perspective as CJCS he wrote that “The decision over whether to introduce 

military force is a political one that our Nation entrusts to its civilian leaders. I also 

understand that you deserve my best military advice on how military force could be 

used in order to decide whether it should be used.”307 CJCS Dempsey articulated the 

administration’s previous decisions with respect to deploying U.S. forces and outlined 

their role in helping deliver humanitarian assistance, providing security assistance to 

Syria's neighbors, and providing nonlethal assistance to opposition forces. Patriot 

batteries were also deployed to Turkey and Jordan to defend against missile attack and 

an operational headquarters and additional capabilities, including F-16s, were 

positioned to defend Jordan. 

The options for further miliary involvement that CJCS Dempsey described are the 

same ones he provided to the President, the NSC, and to the Congress for 

consideration in their deliberations. They were: 1. Train, Advise, and Assist the 

Opposition; 2. Conduct Limited Stand-off Strikes; 3. Establish a No-Fly Zone; 4. 

Establish Buffer Zones; and 5. Control Chemical Weapons. He went on to highlight his 

own recommendations and a list of issues to consider. If any of these options were 

chosen, they should be part of an overall whole-of-government strategy for achieving 

our policy objectives in coordination with our allies and partners and help develop a 

moderate opposition-including their military capabilities-while maintaining pressure on 

the Assad regime. The rest of his letter outlines what the civilian political leadership 
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https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/report/2013/dempsey-syria-sasc-letter-130719.pdf, 1-2. 

https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/report/2013/dempsey-syria-sasc-letter-130719.pdf
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would have to consider and included anticipating and preparing for the unintended 

consequences of U.S. action which could result in the Assad regime's institutions 

collapsing in the absence of a viable opposition, which could inadvertently empower 

extremists or unleash the chemical weapons the U.S. sought to control. He also outlined 

that the decision to use force was a serious one and an act of war and cautioned that 

should the U.S. chose to use one of these use of force options, “we should be able to 

conclude with some confidence that the use of force will move us toward the intended 

outcome. We must also understand risk-not just to our forces, but to our other global 

responsibilities. This is especially critical as we lose readiness due to budget cuts and 

fiscal uncertainty.” Importantly, he noted that some options may not be feasible in time 

or cost without compromising our security elsewhere. He closed the letter with the 

warning that once the U.S. takes action, we should be prepared for what comes next 

and that a deeper involvement would be hard to avoid.308 CJCS Dempsey’s letter with 

these caveats indicated the administration’s position but it did not fully articulate or 

examine the U.S. strategic interests involved, and the costs and risks 

of not acting. Critics pointed this out and cited the fact that the administration was again 

“dithering” in making U.S. strategic decisions.309 Arguably, those were not CJCS 

Dempsey’s decisions to make but the fact that he was the lead actor in openly 

discussing options instead of SECDEF Hagel or another senior administration official 

was indicative of the process and difficulty at arriving at a decision. The DoD presented 

the requested strike options with associated costs in detail, which included proposed 

 
308   General Martin Dempsey Letter to SASC Chairman Carl Levin on Military Options for Syria, July 19, 2013, 
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/report/2013/dempsey-syria-sasc-letter-130719.pdf, 3. 
309 US Options in Syria: The Dempsey Letter | Center for Strategic and International Studies (csis.org) 
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increased support to regional partners, humanitarian assistance, and the training of a 

moderate opposition force. President Obama first indicated he was prepared to order 

some strikes but then ultimately retreated. 

On August 31, 2013, President Obama issued a statement of his decisions on 

Syria which laid out the case for a targeted military action against Syrian regime targets 

because of their use of chemical weapons that killed over one thousand people, 

including hundreds of children. He also made clear that this would not be an open-

ended intervention, and there will be no American troops on the ground. While the 

President was clear on the need for action, he announced he would seek Congressional 

authorization for the use of force.310 At that point, in mid-2013 Congress “could not 

agree on what day of the week it was, much less a resolution authorizing the use of 

American force in the Middle East.”311   

As SECDEF, Chuck Hagel thought the administration was caught flat-footed by 

the multi-sided conflict in Syria and lacked a clear strategy on Syria during his time 

running the DoD.312 He believed that the indecision and limited decisions made by the 

Obama Administration hurt U.S. credibility but illustrates that the SECDEF and CJCS 

offered the options they were asked for, they were debated, and ultimately the President 

decided not to use force as was his prerogative.  The issues with Syria without any clear 

strategy was one of the key issues that SECDEF Hagel raised concern about, and he 

 
310 Statement by the President on Syria, August 31, 2013,  https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-
office/2013/08/31/statement-president-syria  
311 Newton, Jim and Panetta, Leon. Worthy Fights, 2025, 450. 
312 De Luce, Dan. “Hagel: The White House Tried to ‘Destroy’ Me,” Foreign Policy, December 18, 2015,  
https://foreignpolicy.com/2015/12/18/hagel-the-white-house-tried-to-destroy-me/ 
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was ultimately forced out of the job in February 2015. SECDEF Ash Carter assumed the 

job in February 2015 and served in the job for the remainder of President Obama’s 

second term. 

Eastern Europe/The Baltics - In February 2014, protestors seeking closer ties 

with the European Union seized Ukrainian government facilities in Kyiv and ousted 

Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukovych from power. Russia sent its military to support 

separatist movements in southeastern Ukraine, and annexed Crimea following a 

dubious referendum to secede. Russia’s seizure of Crimea in March 2014, and its 

actions in Ukraine, blindsided the administration, and it also produced a rift between 

SECDEF Hagel and White House officials. In NSC meetings, SECDEF Hagel said he 

stressed the importance of “avoiding a direct confrontation with Moscow and keeping 

communication channels open with the Russian military.”  The administration was 

keenly aware of that concern and avoided direct confrontation with Russia’s military in 

operations in Syria and maintained operational deconfliction communications.  

SECDEF Hagel also urged the administration to send equipment to the Ukrainian 

government as it fought against pro-Russian separatists and made the point that the 

U.S. should give more non-lethal equipment to the Ukrainians at a much faster pace. 

That was problematic at the time because there was not strong faith in the Ukrainian 

government and the Obama Administration was becoming more risk averse with Russia 

as it attempted to still cooperate on key issues of mutual importance, primarily economic 

considerations. SECDEF Hagel made the point that “We had to keep in mind that there 

was a global leadership optic here. The world, including our NATO partners, was 
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watching to see how we would respond. I think we should have done more, could have 

done more,” he said.313   

SECDEF Hagel and CJCS Dempsey emphasized the changing security 

environment in Eastern Europe and shared concern over Russian aggression and that it 

ignited a fire of nationalism in Europe that could fuel the conflict’s spread. The 

administration preferred to resolve the situation through diplomatic means, but the 

Chairman advised that the military had a role to play. General Dempsey and the JCS 

recognized that Europe could no longer afford to be complacent. CJCS Dempsey 

believed that America would likely have to “put forces back into Europe . . . substantial 

enough to allow us to deter Russian aggression against our NATO allies.” In September 

2014, the U.S. sought to demonstrate its continued commitment to collective security 

through a training mission/operation called Atlantic Resolve and NATO approved a 

Readiness Action Plan that included “continuous air, land, and maritime presence and 

military activity in the eastern part of the Alliance,” and enhancement of the 

organization’s Response Force.314  

They also developed the European Reassurance Initiative (ERI) as part the 

Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO) budget proposed by the President in Warsaw 

on June 3, 2014, which began in FY 15 and continues today as the European 

Deterrence Initiative (EDI). It originally enabled the deployment of an Army Armored 

Brigade Combat Team (ABCT), a Marine Corps Black Sea Rotational Force, 

Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR), persistent mobility Air Force 

 
313 De Luce, Dan. “Hagel: The White House Tried to ‘Destroy’ Me,” 2015. 
314 Lowrey, Nathan S. The Chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 1949–2019, 2020, 198. 
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capability, and funded multiple joint and combined NATO exercises and infrastructure 

projects in NATO Baltic nations.315 Additionally, SECDEF Hagel and CJCS Dempsey 

provided guidance to prepare new contingency plans to support defending and 

countering further Russian aggression, understanding that this would be a threat that 

would likely continue to evolve and grow in the future. This laid the foundation to 

counter potential Russian aggression against NATO member states from 2014 on but it 

did not deter Russia from invading Ukraine in 2022.  How effective the deterrence 

portion of the funding across the years really was may be a matter for open debate but 

the posture and presence of U.S. and NATO troops training, exercising, and integrating 

has increased their ability to fight together and command and control operations if 

needed.  

Countering ISIS - When the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria seized vast territories 

in northeastern Syria and northwestern Iraq in the summer of 2014, CJCS Dempsey 

was also the leading voice that outlined the threat for the President.  SECDEF Hagel 

and General Dempsey both supported a strategy to initially contain, then degrade, and 

ultimately defeat the former al-Qaeda affiliate. CJCS Dempsey provided the 

administration with military options to place pressure on the growing and transregional 

threat. These planning options emphasized that as a priority the U.S. should enable 

regional partners with our unique capabilities including airpower, special operations 

forces, trainers, intelligence, and logistics. Furthermore, the CJCS advised that if U.S. 

ground forces were used in a direct combat role that it should be in support of state and 

substate regional partners, for discrete periods of time, and in offensive operations to 

 
315 https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2016/FY2016_ERI_J-Book.pdf 

https://comptroller.defense.gov/Portals/45/Documents/defbudget/fy2016/FY2016_ERI_J-Book.pdf
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achieve strategic effect. The DoD’s judgment was that the ISIS threat required a 

transregional strategy at a sustainable level of effort for a decade-long campaign. 

President Obama approved the plan because after ISIS overran the Iraqi city of Mosul, 

there was a fear that Baghdad could be overrun, and the problem would spiral to a far 

greater threat.316  

This is another case that led President Obama to send troops back to Iraq and 

the Middle East out of necessity after arguably removing them too quickly in his 

administration’s haste to get out of Iraq. Even though the Bush Administration handled 

the negotiations that called for an end of the troop mission in Iraq following Operation 

Iraqi Freedom, the conditions on the ground in Iraq were arguably not completely 

favorable for the Iraqis to completely handle the security situation in the country and this 

enabled the rise of ISIS. Former U.S. Ambassador to Iraq Ryan Crocker and General 

Dave Petraeus, who negotiated the SOFA and Strategic Framework Agreement, made 

clear that although the December 2011 date for withdrawal was set in the documents all 

sides recognized that it was likely that the Iraqi Security Forces would continue to need 

U.S. support past 2011. President Obama first whittled down the number of troops for a 

residual force to the point that it wasn’t worth very much to Iraqi Prime Minister Maliki 

and then refused to press the Iraqis to accept U.S. forces because he didn’t want to beg 

them to allow US forces to stay. This was a challenging political situation earlier in the 

first term with President Obama adamant about completing the withdrawal of U.S. 

 
316 Perry, Mark, The Pentagon’s Wars, 2017, 287-289. 
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troops from Iraq, but war and security does not operate on a fixed timeline, something 

the U.S. continues to learn repeatedly with mixed to negative results. 

During the first year of the counter ISIS mission called Operation Inherent 

Resolve, the coalition halted the ISIS advance and began to liberate population centers 

along the periphery of the contested areas, but it was only the first part of another U.S. 

multiyear military engagement in the Middle East.317  SECDEF Carter led the next 

phase of implementing counter ISIS operations and military operations against ISIS in 

the Middle East and elsewhere. These operations continued throughout the Trump 

Administration as well reflecting that these were in fact long military engagements 

regardless of the artificial timelines either imposed or aspired to by Presidents and 

politicians of both political parties.      

Effectiveness 

The same three questions apply to these three SECDEFs and CJCS Dempsey, 

but other things impacted their effectiveness, namely the short tenures of the 

Secretaries and the overwhelming views of the respective SECDEFs who served in the 

Obama Administration that indicated some dysfunctionality within the NSC decision 

making process and with the White House staff.  The declining budget and the Budget 

Control Act also significantly impacted what they were able to successfully accomplish.  

How effective have Secretaries of Defense and their respective Chairmen of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff been in advising the President in facilitating successful 

U.S. military and foreign policy?  SECDEF Panetta and CJCS Dempsey were 

 
317 Lowrey, Nathan S. The Chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 1949–2019, 2020, 198. 
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successful partially because SECDEF Panetta was a forceful personality with extensive 

experience in government and was an easy transition from the CIA after coming off the 

success of the bin Laden raid and already being involved in the decision-making 

process. SECDEF Hagel was the least successful of the three because he was an 

outsider who went through a tough confirmation hearing and never really gained traction 

for his ideas in the Pentagon. CJCS Dempsey was by then a respected and influential 

member of the team and was able to provide continuity. He also understood what the 

President wanted and needed. SECDEF Hagel indicated that the Pentagon was subject 

to debilitating meddling and micromanagement by the White House which echoed 

criticism made by his predecessors, Robert Gates, and Leon Panetta.318 The White 

House’s penchant for meddling in the DoD was a frequent problem according to 

SECDEF Hagel and CJCS Dempsey who complained that White House staffers were 

calling generals and asking deep in the weeds questions that the White House should 

not be involved in.319 That echoes what the 12 other people interviewed who served in 

the Obama administration during this time frame indicated as well and the 

preponderance of the literature reviewed also concluded. The White House’s 

centralized decision-making and interference with the workings of the DoD resulted in 

politically motivated micromanagement and a large bureaucracy at the National Security 

Council staff, and it undercut the proper functioning of the Pentagon and other cabinet 

offices.320  

 
318 De Luce, Dan. “Hagel: The White House Tried to ‘Destroy’ Me,” 2015. 
319 De Luce, Dan. “Hagel: The White House Tried to ‘Destroy’ Me,” 2015. 
320 Gates, 2015; Panetta 2014; Mann, 2012; Perry, 2017; and 12 interviews. 
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SECDEF Hagel’s tenure came amidst the desire to shift the Pentagon to a 

peacetime footing and oversee tough budget cuts, but along with CJCS Dempsey, they 

ended up having to contend with Russia’s incursion into Ukraine and a new war in the 

Middle East against ISIS after Hagel entered office in February 2013. Inside the DoD, 

they faced a series of crises: automatic budget cuts and a government shutdown that 

threw the Pentagon’s budget into chaos; a shooting rampage at the Washington Navy 

Yard facility that left 12 people dead; and a cheating scandal by nuclear missile crews. 

SECDEF Hagel carried out the administration’s policies dutifully without major missteps, 

but he also had no major accomplishments.321  SECDEF Carter’s effectiveness is 

outlined in conjunction with his tenure with CJCS Dunford in the next section. 

Considering this historical record, what type of relationship between the 

two enabled success or failure?  For SECDEF Panetta and CJCS Dempsey it was 

the true partnership and divide and conquer approach that enabled them to succeed. 

The fact that CJCS Dempsey was also both continuity and an independent voice who 

did not seek to fence the President in on decisions during his tenure was helpful, 

although it clearly was not what Congress appreciated, especially when it came to 

options for Syria.  Nevertheless, SECDEF Panetta and CJCS Dempsey did not have 

significant disagreements and they both stayed in their respective lanes.  SECDEF 

Hagel and CJCS Dempsey also worked well together and approached the tasks they 

faced as divide and conquer.  It was an unremarkable relationship from those 

interviewed, but one thing started becoming apparent during this time frame. The OSD 

 
321 De Luce, Dan. “Hagel: The White House Tried to ‘Destroy’ Me,” 2015. 
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staff had some frustrations with SECDEF Hagel, and the Joint Staff seized the 

opportunity to start influencing plans and policy more than they did previously and they 

were somewhat successful doing so. CJCS Dempsey’s 2015 update of The National 

Military Strategy right before General Dunford took over was intended as a bridging 

document to state how much had changed since the last QDR in 2014. In it CJCS 

Dempsey discussed that the U.S.’ comparative military advantage in certain domains 

had begun to erode while the global security environment was more unpredictable than 

at any other period during his career. America’s aspirations exceeded its available 

resources, he said, and unless military funding levels were increased and regularized 

during Fiscal Year 2016 and beyond, the nation would have to reconsider the aims of its 

security strategy.322 

Did the post Goldwater-Nichols structural design of this relationship enable 

them to make effective decisions?  It enabled them to partially make effective 

decisions with respect to the use of force, but the sprawling bureaucracy also hindered 

effective implementation of dealing with budget and readiness woes. This is where we 

see the short tenures produce comparatively weaker SECDEFs and CJCS. The 

SECDEFs were not tenured long enough to implement some of the ideas they started 

and began enacting through SECDEF Hagel’s Strategic Choices and Management 

Review (SCMR). By this point in the administration there was also a lot of other OSD 

staff turnover underway which was detrimental to coherent policy making over time, 

 
322 National Military Strategy of the United States of America, 2015, 
https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Publications/2015_National_Military_Strategy.pdf#:~:text=The%2020
15%20National%20Military%20Strategy%20of%20the%20United,organizations%20%28VEOs%29%20that%20are%
20undermining%20transregional%20security.%20 
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which weakened the civ in the civ-mil relationship and the Joint Staff and combatant 

commands attempted to fill the gap influencing the strategy and policy conversations. 

Moreover, the Services were facing significant readiness issues because of 

underfunding and the BCA cuts coupled with the consistent insatiable demand for 

forces around the world, and the DoD’s continuing role as the first tool in the toolbox to 

solve hard problems.  

Three SECDEFs and CJCS Joseph Dunford 

 

 During his nearly two years as SECDEF, Ash Carter provided a comfortable 

steady hand for the Obama Administration as it wound down its tenure in office. He was 

an exceptionally experienced defense official having served in a myriad of roles 

throughout his career and was an easy choice to move up from the Deputy Secretary 

position. As the DSD he was already attuned to everything happening in the Pentagon 

and was an experienced policy maker who understood the external and internal roles of 

the SECDEF. He already had a relationship with CJCS Dempsey, and they served 

together as a team for seven months until September 25, 2015, when Dempsey retired. 

He was also already well acquainted with CJCS Joe Dunford who became CJCS on 

September 30, 2015, after serving as the Commandant of the Marine Corps. Their 

tenure together was somewhat uneventful by comparison to those that followed but no 

less important as they faced the growing threat of ISIS and the aftereffects of 

sequestration.  

 CJCS Dunford was, like CJCS Dempsey, the continuity that held things together 

across multiple SECDEFs and two administrations. He was selected by President 
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Obama who got along well with him, and they saw eye to eye on national security 

issues. General Dunford worked closely with the President setting out the U.S. troop 

withdrawal plan for Afghanistan and always gave his unvarnished military advice based 

on his experience.323 He could also be trusted to provide that advice in private. General 

Dunford subscribed more closely to the normal theory of civ-mil relations and was 

deferential to the SECDEFs and Presidents he served with. He stayed in his lane and 

although his intellect clearly enabled him to have a great understanding of the bigger 

picture, he felt he could be more effective by remaining a quiet professional who never 

got ahead of the President or felt the need to speak extensively about issues outside his 

purview with the press. This was viewed positively and worked effectively in the Obama 

Administration.  

The steady hand of General Dunford and his quiet approach were appreciated, 

especially within the military and the DoD, where his ability as a strategist and war 

planner while leading the Joint Staff were effective in filling the gap when there was not 

a full set of Senate confirmed civilians in OSD. This was not without controversy 

because there was a perception that his efforts intruded on traditional OSD policy 

making primacy, and it also handed his successor a strong hand. It was less effective in 

terms of advising and influencing in the Trump Administration, but his approach was a 

calming influence in the Pentagon and enabled him to be effective when it was 

exceedingly difficult to do so under the chaotic approach to national security issues in 

the Trump Administration.  

 
323 Perry, Mark. The Pentagon’s Wars, 2017, 290. 
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 SECDEF James N. Mattis served as President Trump’s first SECDEF from 

January 20, 2017, through January 1, 2019 (1 year, 345 days) and was an unlikely 

choice as a recently retired Marine Corps general. For Secretary Mattis it is not clear 

how his tenure will be viewed but many of those interviewed for this study felt he was 

effective in the job initially, despite being a former four star general and because he 

effectively managed to mitigate some of the potential damage President Trump and his 

Administration could have wrought. SECDEF Mattis won the respect of the men and 

women serving in the department, successfully published the 2018 National Defense 

Strategy, and reoriented the department to focus on great power competition and major 

threats.  Arguably, considering the context of his tenure and the constant turbulence of 

the Trump Administration, he either “saved the republic” or ensured a functioning 

department that set a firm foundation for his successors to build on. Most people 

interviewed for this study and the emerging literature highlight one major flaw, he was 

never really a civilian secretary, he was an extension of himself as a 4-star general with 

a rigid hierarchical approach that eventually wore out its welcome in the administration, 

across the interagency, and within the DoD.324 

 The SECDEF Mattis and CJCS Dunford relationship was to some degree, an 

extension of their time in uniform as Marines together where Dunford had served 

previously as Mattis’ Chief of Staff. The most accurate description of the overall 

dynamic on SECDEF Mattis is an account by former NSA John Bolton during a briefing 

 
324 10 of the 16 journalists interviewed expressed this, half of the scholars interviewed highlighted this, and 5 out 
of 5 people interviewed who served under SECDEF Mattis in key positions during his tenure concur. It is also 
highlighted in John Bolton’s The Room Where It Happened and Guy Snodgrass’ book Holding the Line: Inside 
Trump's Pentagon with Secretary Mattis.   
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that CJCS Dunford gave to President Trump after SECDEF Mattis resigned and Acting 

SECDEF Shanahan was present and remained silent.  

“This was the longest conversation between Dunford and Trump I had seen, the 
first one without Mattis present. Dunford handled himself well, and I wondered 
how different things might have been if Mattis hadn’t acted like a “five star 
general,” commanding all the four-star generals, but a real Secretary of Defense, 
running the entire, vast Pentagon machinery. Watching Dunford perform, it 
occurred to me there was a hidden wisdom in the statutory prohibition against 
former general officers becoming Secretary of Defense. It was not fear of a 
military takeover, but, ironically, that neither the civilian nor the military side of the 
Pentagon’s leadership performed so well when they were both military. The 
Secretary’s broader, inevitably political role ill suited someone with a military 
background, leaving Mattis just to supervise Dunford and the other Joint Chiefs, 
who really didn’t need more military supervision. It also underscored just how 
unpersuasive Mattis was in meetings in either the Sit Room or the Oval. He may 
have established a reputation as a warrior-scholar for carrying with him on the 
battlefield a copy of Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations, but he was no debater.”325  

  

SECDEF Mark Esper was the last SECDEF to serve with CJCS Dunford and 

served only a couple of months together until General Dunford’s retirement on 

September 30, 2019. SECDEF Esper is another accidental SECDEF who only came to 

the position after Acting SECDEF and former DSD Patrick Shanahan bowed out of 

taking the job due to a scandal involving his family. SECDEF Esper came over after 

serving as the Secretary of the Army and was really the last man standing who was 

viewed as confirmable and wanted the job.  

 Some of the key things that happened under CJCS Dunford’s tenure and the 

three SECDEFs he served under were not major use of force decisions but rather a 

different way to look at threats from a global perspective. The use of force debates and 

 
325 Bolton, John. The Room Where It Happened: A White House Memoir. United Kingdom: Simon & Schuster, 2020, 
210-211. 
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decisions are not as easy to put into context. At the tail end of the Obama 

Administration under SECDEF Carter, there was a cautious approach and the desire to 

avoid screwing anything up on the way out the door. They were nevertheless serious in 

their approach and focused on leaving the next administration in good condition. Before 

the presidential election many people in the DoD assumed that former SECSTATE 

Hillary Clinton would get elected and maintain some of the same foreign policy 

approaches while introducing logical follow-on policies maintaining continuity and 

adjusting where needed based on the changes in the operating environment. When 

President Donald J. Trump was elected it was a massive shock to America and the 

world but also to the DoD and its ecosystem with plenty of opportunities and extensive 

challenges based on what candidate Trump outlined as his “America First” priorities and 

his anti-NATO stance.  

Strategy and Resourcing Decisions 

 Some of the successes that the SECDEFS and CJCS Dunford had revolved 

around strategy and eventual resourcing decisions that occurred in the Trump 

Administration. While it is always tempting to link President Trump the man and his 

chaotic decision-making style with his policies, the reality is that President Trump did 

not always have a full grasp of his own policies or even the strategy documents or 

guidance he signed his name to. President Trump had never fully read his National 

Security Strategy and Contingency Planning Guidance prior to signing them and did not 

fully understand how they guided the strategy and policy ecosystem.  His key civilians at 

the NSC, the DoD, and senior military officials were the key drivers that successfully 

shepherded the processes and got them approved.  Three accomplishments that 
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occurred during CJCS Dunford’s tenure while he served under three secretaries across 

two parties are the Global Integration construct, the National Defense Strategy/National 

Military Strategy, and obtaining increased resources to resource the strategy.  

 Global Integration – The 2016 National Military Strategy introduced a concept 

called global integration, initially defined as a cohesive set of military actions in time, 

space, and purpose, executed to address transregional, multi-domain, and multi-

functional challenges. CJCS Dunford’s assessed those future conflicts would be 

transregional and rapidly cross the boundaries of geographic combatant commands. He 

also believed future conflicts would be multidomain and simultaneously involve 

combinations of land, sea, undersea, air, space, and cyberspace operational domains. 

They would also be multifunctional and include conventional operations, special 

operations, ballistic missiles, strike, cyber, and space capabilities. CJCS Dunford 

introduced his thinking by saying the military needed to better organize themselves and 

organize information from across the Joint Force to better facilitate National Command 

Authority decision making in a timely manner, giving the President and SECDEF the 

right information routinely so they had real-time ability to see the fight; to visualize in 

time and space the opportunities to seize the initiative; and to better identify potential 

opportunity costs.326 The premise of global integration was to address threats across 

regions, domains, and functions through planning, operations, and capability While the 

label of global integration became commonplace, CJCS Dunford refined his thinking 

 
326 General Joseph F. Dunford Jr., “From the Chairman: Strategic Challenges and  
Implications,” Joint Force Quarterly 83 (October 2016), https://ndupress.ndu.edu/jfq/jointforce-quarterly-83/ 
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over time through gradual implementation. In practice, its definition was more 

descriptive than it was normative.  

The issue that caused controversy though was the overall premise that global 

integration entailed a more expansive role for the CJCS in providing military advice to 

the SECDEF for challenges that outstripped the ability of a single combatant command 

to keep pace with the character of war in the twenty-first century. The joint force needed 

to be able to coordinate military capabilities in a transregional, multidomain, and 

multifunctional fight, something it was not fully capable of under the legacy construct. 

CJCS Dunford ultimately introduced Global Integration, a broad initiative to implement 

mission command at the strategic level, with the Joint Staff taking the lead role in 

synchronizing joint operations worldwide. Within OSD this led to charges of a too 

powerful CJCS and a Joint Staff that took over planning primacy from OSD. While in 

some ways the result of that was partially true it was not a hostile takeover as some 

OSD personnel interviewed suggested. It was done with SECDEF Mattis’ 

encouragement and approval and was to fill a planning void in the OSD at the time 

when the OSD staff was undermanned with a lack of Senate confirmed personnel and a 

comparatively weak bench of appointees.327   

The idea for Global Integration involved four interrelated and mutually reinforcing 

efforts: planning, decision making, force management, and force development and 

design. Instead of aggregating the combatant commands’ regional operations plans, the 

Joint Staff instead developed Global Campaign Plans that balanced the effect of 

 
327 Six interviews from OSD personnel and four senior JS personnel confirmed this.  
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competing worldwide requirements on national policy. These plans were organized 

around what was initially called the “2+3” framework that had China and Russia as 

primary near peer threats and Iran, North Korea, and Violent Extremist Organizations 

(VEOS) as the other three. This was a refinement from the “4+1” framework under 

SECDEF Carter which looked at the same threats. These plans which incorporated new 

warfighting concepts, modern command and control arrangements, and enhanced 

common operating pictures, facilitated the DoD’s ability to allocate available resources 

against global priorities at the “speed of relevance.” Another concept called Dynamic 

Force Employment operationalized this process by tailoring scalable options for priority 

missions around the globe while retaining the ability to respond to contingencies 

elsewhere.328  

Global Integration enabled the pivot of the Joints Strategic Capabilities Plans into 

Joint Strategic Campaign Plans (JSCP) that enabled the military and DoD to look at the 

problem sets more fully seeing challenges and opportunities in an integrated holistic 

manner across regional boundaries and war fighting domains. It enabled the DoD to see 

linkages and how to counter these adversaries around the globe including options for 

operating below the level of armed conflict, or gray zone activities.  This also enabled 

the development of new Joint Warfighting Concepts to drive capability development and 

Service investments. It also recognized that change is ongoing, dynamic, and continual.  

 
328 Holmes, Christopher D. and Francis J. Park. History of Joint Staff Strategic Planning, 1949–2020. Special 
Historical Study 14. Joint History and Research Office, Office of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2021. Not 
publicly available; Interview with Francis J. Park, December 23, 2021. Park was the Division Chief in charge of 
Strategy and Planning on the Joint Staff when this was developed by CJCS Dunford and then DJ5, later DJS, LTG 
Frank McKenzie.  
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Global Integration did not remove OSD from the planning process but alleviated 

them from attempting to do what they were not designed or resourced to do and 

enabled them to focus on developing strategy which ultimately produced a well-received 

comprehensive National Defense Strategy in 2018. Congress wrote Global Integration 

into the Fiscal Year 2017 National Defense Authorization Act (Public Law 114–328), 

using it to revise the Chairman’s functions to include “advising the Secretary on the 

allocation and transfer of forces among geographic and functional commands, as 

necessary, to address transregional, multidomain, and multifunctional threats.”329 Later, 

SECDEF Mattis likewise designated the CJCS as his Global Integrator, with 

responsibility for “assisting in strategic planning and direction of the armed forces to 

ensure the effective conduct of operations.”330 

 2018 National Defense Strategy (NDS)/National Military Strategy - The Trump 

Administration published its National Security Strategy (NSS) in December 2017. It 

outlined the trend toward competition below the level of armed conflict that was 

described in the 2016 NMS. The NSS discussed rivals that competed with the U.S. in 

multiple domains and who used technology and information to accelerate a shift of 

regional balances of power in their favor. It highlighted Russia and China, who were 

reasserting influence globally and discussed other state and nonstate actors who 

wished to do harm to the U.S. The NSS contained language designed to confront these 

challenges through “integrated regional strategies that appreciate the nature and 

magnitude of these threats.”331 

 
329 https://www.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ328/PLAW-114publ328.pdf 
330 Lowrey, Nathan S. The Chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 1949-2019, 2020, 211. 
331 National Security Strategy, Washington, DC: The White House, December 2017, 25, 27, 45. 

https://www.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ328/PLAW-114publ328.pdf
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In January 2018, SECDEF Mattis published a new NDS that closely followed the 

direction and tone of the 2017 NSS. The 2018 NDS was a classified document and was 

the first time the base strategy was published in classified form, although it also 

included an unclassified summary. The subtitle of the strategy was “Sharpening the 

American Military’s Competitive Edge,” and it asserted that the U.S. was emerging from 

a period of strategic atrophy that resulted in an erosion of American competitive military 

advantage over other actors in the security environment. Great power competition, 

rather than countering terrorism, was the primary concern with defense objectives that 

supported the national interests of the 2017 NSS. Some were straightforward, such as 

“defending the homeland from attack” and “deterring adversaries from aggression 

against our vital interests,” others were internally focused, such as continuously 

delivering performance with affordability and speed designed to change the DoD 

mindset, culture, and management systems. The core idea of the 2018 NDS was to 

“expand the competitive space” through three ways: rebuilding military readiness and a 

more lethal force, strengthening alliances and attracting new partners, and reforming 

the DoD’s business practices for greater performance and affordability. It also 

specifically focused on modernization, including nuclear modernization, rather than 

legacy systems. It also focused on the anti-access/area denial (A2AD) threat 

emphasizing missile defense, joint lethality in contested environments, and “forces that 

could deploy, survive, operate, maneuver, and regenerate . . . while under attack.”332 

 
332 , Summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy of the United States of America, Sharpening the American 
Military’s Competitive Edge, https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-
strategy-Summary.pdf,  1, 4-5. 

https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-strategy-Summary.pdf
https://dod.defense.gov/Portals/1/Documents/pubs/2018-National-Defense-strategy-Summary.pdf
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The NDS also introduced a change to force management: dynamic force 

employment, that became the model for balancing requirements for contingency 

operations and meeting the requirements for steady state force employment. It was 

designed to pair with a global operating model to describe how the joint force would be 

postured and employed to achieve its competition and wartime missions. The NDS was 

future focused and directed the development of new operational concepts to enhance 

force lethality and maintain U.S. competitive military advantage into the future.333 

The 2018 NMS repeated the same themes as the 2016 NMS but added 

considerable detail and structure while implementing the defense policy, strategy, and 

prioritization from the NDS. CJCS Dunford repeated the NSS’ warning, saying that 

because “every operating domain is contested, competitors and adversaries will 

continue to operate across geographic regions and span multiple domains.” He also 

argued that to counter those challenges, a global military strategy was necessary, rather 

than a compilation of regional strategies from the combatant commands. Consistent 

with that idea, CJCS Dunford advocated for a force that was less focused on 

responding to regional contingencies and capable of “employing its capabilities 

seamlessly across multiple regions and all domains.”334 The publishing of the NSS, 

NDS, and NMS near one another marked a rare occurrence where the key strategy 

documents that drive the DoD and military were aligned and nested. This was a major 

accomplishment in the Trump Administration and marks the key enduring success of 

SECDEF Mattis and CJCS Dunford’s tenure.   

 
333 Ibid, 7. 
334 General Joseph F. Dunford Jr., Description of the National Military Strategy 2018, Washington, DC: Joint Staff, 
2018, 1–2. 
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 Combatant Commands and Funding the NDS - Neither SECDEF Mattis nor 

CJCS Dunford initially supported President Trump’s decision to create a Space Force 

(neither did the Secretary of the Air Force, the Chief of Staff of the Air Force, the 

STRATCOM commander, or Air Force Space Command). Ultimately, after the President 

made the decision on his own, at the urging of Vice President Mike Pence, and 

informed by the work of Congressmen Mike Rogers and Jim Cooper, CJCS Dunford 

supported the initiative to reestablish U.S. Space Command (SPACECOM) and the 

Space Force as a sixth branch of the military. Earlier in the administration U.S. Cyber 

Command (USCYBERCOM) was elevated to full combatant command status. This 

increased the number of combatant commands from 9 to 11 during CJCS Dunford’s 

tenure.  

Authorizations for fiscal years 2019 and 2020 based on the 2018 National 

Defense Strategy were aimed at strengthening the country’s competitive edge by 

adapting the current force to meet future requirements. President Trump’s redirection of 

defense funds toward the construction of a southern border wall again disrupted 

Pentagon spending plans. The National Defense Strategy Commission analyzed the 

National Defense Strategy and made recommendations based on its analysis related 

not just to defense strategy, but also to the larger geopolitical environment in which that 

strategy must be executed and argued “that America confronts a grave crisis of national 

security and national defense, as U.S. military advantages erode, and the strategic 

landscape becomes steadily more threatening. If the United States does not show 

greater urgency and seriousness in responding to this crisis and does not take decisive 
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steps to rebuild its military advantages now, the damage to American security and 

influence could be devastating.”335  

Investment did not improve significantly after both reports were published and 

although budgets increased it was not enough for what the strategy called for real 

terms, but notably the budget was also not cut.  Of note, although both the Trump and 

Biden Administration’s defense budgets increased the top lines for the DoD, neither 

resourced what the 2018 or 2022 NDS calls for nor has the budget kept pace with the 

current rate of inflation. There are calls in Congress, especially from Republicans and 

moderate Democrats to substantially increase the defense budget to be prepared to 

meet the threats, especially that China poses, and against the backdrop of Russia’s war 

with Ukraine. 

Use of Force Decisions 

 The use of force decisions during CJCS Dunford and the three SECDEFs he 

served with reflect a continuation of efforts to counter ISIS and ongoing operations in 

Afghanistan. There is some continuity in their decision making from the Obama 

Administration but there were some key adjustments under the Trump Administration 

too. Additionally, the deployment of U.S. troops to the Southern border of the U.S. to 

stem the flow of migrants was a controversial move that was perceived as overtly 

political in nature. It garnered substantial criticism for SECDEF Mattis and CJCS 

Dunford. The below captures some of what happened but does not fully cover the 

 
335 Providing for the Common Defense, The Assessment and Recommendations of the National Defense Strategy 
Commission, November 13, 2018,  https://www.usip.org/publications/2018/11/providing-common-defense 
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debates or decisions within the NSC due to the lack of available historical 

documentation. The flow of tell all books from the Trump Administration do not 

adequately delve into those discussions completely. An in-depth analysis for a future 

study may yield considerable insight but the information is not publicly available to 

adequately do so here. They are worth mentioning however in the context of their 

respective tenures.    

 ISIS - The fight against ISIS was a major concern for the SECDEFs during CJCS 

Dunford’s tenure and focused on a limited campaign to drive ISIS from their operating 

bases in Iraq, Syria, and later Libya. The campaign approach used aerial interdiction to 

dismantle the enemy’s infrastructure and warfighting capability, and to advise, train, and 

equip, regional partners to liberate the occupied territories. The SECDEFs and CJCS 

were opposed to substantially increasing the number of U.S. forces involved to spur the 

emergent campaign in 2015, but they were successful in soliciting useful commitments 

from NATO members. SECDEF Carter and CJCS Dunford were able to secure limited 

U.S. conventional and special operations troop deployments from President Obama 

after they came up with three strategic goals: dealing ISIS a lasting defeat in Iraq and 

Syria, combatting “metastasis” in places like Afghanistan and Libya, and protecting the 

homeland from ISIS terror.336 As the campaign gained momentum, the limited 

deployment of U.S. forces was successful in facilitating advances on the cities of Mosul 

in 2016 during SECDEF Carter’s tenure and Raqqa in 2017 under SECDEF Mattis. 

 
336 Carter, Ash. Inside the Five-Sided Box: Lessons from a Lifetime of Leadership in the Pentagon. United States: 
Penguin Publishing Group, 2020, 245. 
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Russia complicated matters by supporting the Syrian regime of President Bashar 

al-Assad. General Dunford met with his Russian military counterpart to deconflict 

combat operations, but tensions mounted after Syrian government forces launched 

chemical attacks against civilians in 2017 and 2018. On each occasion, SECDEF Mattis 

and CJCS Dunford convinced President Trump to retaliate with Tomahawk cruise 

missile strikes, sending a message that the U.S. would not tolerate the use of weapons 

of mass destruction. As Syrian Democratic Forces liberated the last major town 

controlled by ISIS in 2018, President Trump declared victory and signaled his desire to 

immediately withdraw from the region on December 19, 2018. One day later, on 

December 20, 2018, SECDEF Mattis submitted his resignation highlighting their sharp 

differences and views on alliances and partnering. The slant was that this was in 

response to Trump’s plan in Syria but that was only partially true as they disagreed on 

many things, and it was not an effective working relationship at this stage of the 

Administration.337 

 Afghanistan – Under the Obama Administration, the U.S. continued to lead 

NATO’s Resolute Support mission to train Afghan forces and conduct counterterrorist 

operations against al-Qaeda and the Taliban. CJCS Dunford cautioned that newly 

aligned insurgents with the Islamic State Khorasan Province (ISIS-K) remained a 

significant threat in Afghanistan as well as the enduring Taliban threat. SECDEF Carter 

and CJCS Dunford recommended a sustained approach in Afghanistan for as long as it 

took to secure Afghanistan, and both advised President Obama to delay the withdrawal 

of American forces. This was a recurring theme across two administrations at this point 

 
337 https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/read-james-mattis-full-resignation-letter 

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/read-james-mattis-full-resignation-letter
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(Bush and Obama) spanning 15 years and counting but securing Afghanistan was 

increasingly unrealistic and goals and objectives continued to be revised downward.  

Later, in 2017, under the Trump Administration, as the situation approached a 

stalemate CJCS Dunford told the SASC that the United States had reduced its advisory 

effort and combat support for the Afghan forces too far and too fast. The Trump 

Administration developed another new conditions-based approach to enable the Afghan 

government forces to take the fight to the Taliban that involved enhancing command 

authorities, expanding advisory efforts at the tactical level, and increasing the amount of 

combat support provided to Afghan forces. This approach required the increase in 

military capacity, 15,000 U.S. troops combined with political, economic, and religious 

pressure on the Taliban intended to force reconciliation. At the end of his tenure CJCS 

Dunford was cautiously optimistic about peace talks that occurred in 2019.338 A 

suboptimal peace agreement with a fixed timetable for troop withdrawal that was not 

conditions based was later ultimately agreed to by the Trump Administration. The U.S. 

war in Afghanistan ended in an unmitigated disaster with the collapse of the Afghanistan 

government and the return of the Taliban to power after President Biden took office. 

President Biden’s decision to adhere to the Trump Administration’s agreement and 

withdrawal plan was not reconsidered and it was poorly implemented by his 

Administration.339 

 U. S. Southern Border – One of the controversial troop deployments and use of 

military assets during the Trump Administration was his deployment of military troops to 

 
338 Lowrey, Nathan S. The Chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 1949-2019, 2020, 210. 
339 Four Presidential administrations, multiple SECDEFs, CJCS, and commanders all bear differing levels of 
responsibility. 
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secure the Southern U.S. border. President Trump was preoccupied with illegal 

immigrants on the southern border, it was a cornerstone of his candidacy for President, 

and he wanted to fulfill his campaign pledge to stop migrant flow from Central America 

and Mexico. In November 2018, as a northbound group of Central American migrants 

approached the U.S. from Mexico President Trump ordered SECDEF Mattis and CJCS 

Dunford to deploy more than 5,000 active military and National Guard personnel to 

assist the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) protect the country’s southwestern 

border. From the DoD’s perspective, three prerequisites for this were required: that the 

activity be legal, that the directions be explicit, and that the resources be sufficient to 

accomplish the mission. The deployment was controversial because of the overtly 

political messaging that accompanied it, but it ended up as mainly a logistical mission 

and no troops were involved in denying people entry into the United States.340 There 

was however, the perception that the military was being used for a politically charged 

and polarizing issue and it created a large debate about the continued perception of an 

erosion in civ-mil affairs.  

Effectiveness 

Throughout this chapter effectiveness was addressed in various ways but in the 

context of the three main questions here is a synopsis of what the limited study and 

analysis concluded for them. A more substantial study and additional primary source 

documents that may be released in the future could yield a much more accurate picture 

though. How effective have Secretaries of Defense and their respective Chairmen 

 
340 Lowrey, Nathan S. The Chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 1949-2019, 2020, 210. 
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of the Joint Chiefs of Staff been in advising the President in facilitating 

successful U.S. military and foreign policy?  SECDEF Carter and CJCS Dunford 

were somewhat effective in getting a workable plan in place to fight ISIS as the threat 

became more apparent. SECDEF Mattis and CJCS Dunford were more effective in the 

counter ISIS fight with the fall of the ISIS caliphate occurring during their tenure. The 

ISIS fight unfortunately was not completely over in Syria which remains a humanitarian 

debacle and Assad still in power. This was an underlying factor in SECDEF Mattis’ 

resignation. SECDEF Mattis and CJCS Dunford were successful in publishing the NDS 

and creating Global Integration, but SECDEF Mattis was not effective across the board 

in having the civilian led OSD retain primacy for policy and planning. This was not solely 

due to his operating style though and it had a lot to do with the lack of civilian depth in 

OSD and his lack of chemistry with President Trump and his administration. The fact 

that he also did not get along well with Trump’s second National Security Advisor, Army 

Lieutenant General H.R. McMaster, and Mattis’ own penchant for deliberately limiting 

options for the President by ignoring or obfuscating White House guidance, sometimes 

wisely and other times unwisely, did not make for effective or candid advice provided to 

the President from his SECDEF.341 

Considering the historical record, what type of relationship between the 

two enabled success or failure?  SECDEF Carter and CJCS Dunford got along well, 

and both got along with President Obama.  Although they did not serve together long, 

they successfully developed limited workable options in Syria (although there was no 

 
341 In addition to the numerous references in John Bolton’s book this was confirmed through multiple interviews 
with members of SECDEF Mattis’ former staff and personal observation on conference calls between the two men 
and others during classified real-world events. 
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theory of victory or a viable end state determined), fought off further premature 

reductions of troops in Afghanistan, and enabled a smooth transition for the Trump 

Administration. Their relationship was characterized by mutual respect and so it was not 

surprising when SECDEF Carter got CJCS Dunford’s support in announcing opening all 

military positions to women despite Dunford’s personal reservations and his previous 

request for an exception for the Marine Corps. SECDEF Carter believed that the single 

best decision he made as SECDEF was recommending General Dunford to serve as 

Chairman.342  

SECDEF Mattis and CJCS Dunford got along well because of their long history of 

serving together. CJCS Dunford was always a subordinate to Mattis throughout their 

long careers as Marines and this carried over into their tenure as SECDEF and CJCS 

respectively. The level of trust and loyalty was a given and although they each had 

differing views on several issues CJCS Dunford faithfully played his role as a 

subordinate. CJCS Dunford rarely, if ever, deviated from SECDEF Mattis’s guidance 

and positions either publicly or within the DoD during internal discussions. Whatever 

disagreements they had were kept between themselves. 

Did the post Goldwater-Nichols structural design of this relationship enable 

them to make effective decisions?  It enabled them to make effective decisions but 

also enabled the extensive growth of military commands and staff resulting in the 

addition of two combatant commands, each with accompanying service component 

staffs, and an additional military service (Space Force) which significantly added to the 

 
342 Carter, Ash. Inside the Five-Sided Box, 2020, 400.  
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SECDEF’s span of control. Moreover, the NDAA adjustments during this period ceded 

additional SECDEF authority and responsibility to the CJCS for Global Integration thus 

strengthening the military’s role in planning and policy with a result of reducing the OSD 

civilian’s role somewhat though they did retain the lead on efforts for the 2018 Nuclear 

Posture Review and 2019 Missile Defense Review. A stronger civilian OSD team under 

the Biden Administration is performing their more traditional role and regained primacy 

for policy development.   

Two Confirmed and Two Acting SECDEFs and CJCS Mark Milley 

 The last year and a half of the Trump Administration was even more chaotic than 

the first two and half years. SECDEF Esper served as SECDEF from July 23, 2019, 

until he was fired by President Trump on November 9, 2020 (1 year 109 days).343 For 

most of his time as Secretary he served with General Mark Milley as the CJCS. 

SECDEF Esper and CJCS Milley both came from the Army where they served together 

as Secretary of the Army and Chief of Staff of the Army respectively. SECDEF Esper’s 

main accomplishments as SECARMY were to cut legacy programs and focus the Army 

on future fights. In his tenure as SECDEF he focused on the same issues and codified 

reorienting the DoD on China that was outlined in the NDS. General Milley was chosen 

by President Trump to serve as the CJCS over Air Force Chief of Staff General David 

Goldfein, whom SECDEF Mattis recommended and supported for the job.  When the 

President announced General Milley as General Dunford’s successor with nearly ten 

months left on Dunford’s tenure as CJCS it put Dunford in a lame duck status and upset 

 
343 https://history.defense.gov/DOD-History/Secretaries-of-Defense/ 
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the entire CJCS succession plan causing second and third order adjustments to the 

JCS. Additionally, although President Trump enjoyed General Milley’s style, the 

decision was not particularly popular within the DoD where General Milley’s penchant 

for verbosity and derailing meetings was frequent and well known as an irritant to his 

peers and senior civilians.344  

 When General Milley became the CJCS on October 1, 2019, the seventieth 

anniversary year of the position’s establishment, he became the first Chairman to serve 

under a new four-year term that was codified in the 2017 NDAA. His priorities coming 

into the position were to “sustain traditional American values and never waver in 

defense of the U.S. Constitution; improve warfighting readiness and work with allies to 

protect common interests; develop future capabilities through innovative concept 

development, advanced technology, and new capabilities; empower leaders through 

training, education, and experience; and keep faith with the military family.”345  

 President Trump fired SECDEF Esper via tweet after the November 2020 

election after Esper attempted to remain apolitical and broke with the President when he 

advised against deploying active-duty troops in the wake of civil unrest arising from the 

murder of George Floyd by police. SECDEF Esper also disagreed with President Trump 

publicly by opposing invocation of the Insurrection Act of 1807, the deployment of 

active-duty troops in American cities, and several key culture war issues including DoD 

diversity efforts. SECDEF Esper and CJCS Milley agreed on these issues. The major 

blot on their tenure together was the ill-advised walk alongside President Trump to a 

 
344 14 people interviewed for this study confirmed this.  
345 Lowrey, Nathan S. The Chairmanship of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1949-2019, 2020, 222. 
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photo op in front of St. John’s church outside the White House after protestors against 

racial injustice were cleared from the area with smoke and flash grenades and tear gas.  

President Trump also tired of General Milley in the waning days of his administration.  

After SECDEF Esper departed Christopher Miller served as Acting SECDEF for the last 

72 days of the administration including during the January 6, 2021, insurrection at the 

Capitol. The DoD and the Army’s slow response in supporting the Mayor of Washington, 

DC, and other agency requests to mobilize National Guard troops to quell the 

insurrection happened during his brief tenure.  

 Former Army General Lloyd Austin was President Biden’s choice for SECDEF, 

and he was easily confirmed despite also requiring a waiver to serve as Secretary 

because he was a former recently retired general. SECDEF Austin was a historic pick 

as the first African American man to hold the position. However, the same arguments 

outlined earlier in this study were relevant in the same way as they applied to Mattis and 

were reasons not to pick a retired general for the position.  Moreover, Mr. Austin’s 

record as the CENTCOM Commander was not exceptional despite having had an 

outstanding career in the Army. President Biden felt very comfortable with him and by 

multiple accounts, they agreed on many military and defense issues, Mr. Austin’s low-

key personality was welcome in the administration and his selection as SECDEF 

indicated that the Administration did not need him to be as publicly high profile 

compared to other cabinet members. As SECDEF, Mr. Austin was reunited with CJCS 

Milley who served under then Major General Austin when Austin was the division 

commander in the 10th Mountain Division and then Colonel Milley was a Brigade 

commander under his command. This replicates the kind of close relationship that 
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Mattis had with Dunford but there is still a legitimate question about whether that is ideal 

background for a SECDEF-CJCS relationship.  

As of this study they are in the second year of their tenure together as SECDEF 

and CJCS, so it is not possible to evaluate them in a historical sense and it is too soon 

to judge their effectiveness. Notably, the initial observations are that from the DoD 

perspective they handled the coronavirus response well. The disastrous decisions 

surrounding the withdrawal from Afghanistan occurred during their tenure, so they bear 

responsibility for that as part of the administration. However, the evacuation efforts at 

the end game of removing the remaining forces, diplomats, and Afghans fleeing the 

Taliban takeover in Afghanistan were militarily successful. Their initial efforts in 

deploying U.S. troops to Eastern Europe to shore up the defense of NATO in the 

Baltics, managing the U.S. military equipment issues to Ukraine, and coordinating with 

NATO as the Russian invasion of Ukraine began is valuable in keeping the alliance 

working together in supporting Ukraine in their fight to defend themselves from the 

invasion. Moreover, the closer working relationship between SECDEF Austin and 

SECSTATE Blinken is enabling a cohesive and coordinated approach to arming and 

supporting Ukraine.  The primary value in discussing them briefly here is to highlight 

some of the complexities that the numerous SECDEFs and CJCS Milley faced over the 

past two years but does not lend historical context to the decisions they made. It is 

simply illustrative that this time is marked by multiple foreign policy issues and crises 

that occurred during a charged domestic political atmosphere. It spotlights the difficulty 

of the CJCS remaining apolitical in a highly partisan environment. It also illustrates for 

the first time in the nation’s history that a change in administration did not result in the 
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acceptance of a Presidential election’s outcome or a fully peaceful transition of power 

between Presidents from different political parties. That makes the SECDEF and CJCS’ 

use of force decisions while balancing civ-mil relationships increasingly difficult as a 

short snapshot of some of those issues are outlined here.   

Strategy and Resourcing Decisions 

 The major initiative that SECDEF Esper focused on was implementing the 2018 

National Defense Strategy after SECDEF Mattis and Acting SECDEF Shanahan’s 

departures and reorienting the DoD’s effort on countering China. He also focused on 

maintaining sufficient troop levels in Germany and Europe postured to respond to 

Russian aggression and reducing the troop footprint in the Middle East and Afghanistan.  

More broadly SECDEF Esper brought the deliberative system he used as SECARMY to 

the DoD to identify efficiencies and divest legacy programs that would not enable the 

DoD to focus on meeting the objectives outlined in the NDS. Unfortunately, for him he 

was fired as SECDEF before the process was completed and fully executed. 

 SECDEF Austin’s initial areas of focus were concluding the war in Afghanistan, 

developing a new NDS and associated strategies for the Biden Administration, and 

focusing on diversity, equity, inclusion issues and addressing extremism in the military 

in the wake of the January 6, 2021, insurrection. By all accounts from the interviews 

conducted for this study SECDEF Austin and DSD Hicks have restored and invigorated 

some of the traditional meeting structures within the DoD and focused on posturing the 

department for addressing near peer and great power threats. CJCS Milley has taken a 

supportive approach and focused on restoring civ-mil relationships.  
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Use of Force Decisions 

 The critical use of force decisions for these SECDEF and CJCS Milley were not 

substantial in the sense that they ordered more troops to combat but rather the opposite 

for the most part. It consisted primarily of withdrawing U.S. troops from Afghanistan to 

end the U.S. war there and staving off the premature removal of troops from Europe 

under President Trump.  It also required an increase of U.S. troop deployments to 

Europe to bolster NATO’s defenses in Eastern Europe in response to Russia’s invasion 

of Ukraine in February 2022. Although some detail on the debate, discussions, and 

recommendations of the ending of the Afghanistan war are emerging it points to 

questionable Presidential decision making where SECDEF and CJCS advice may have 

been considered but not heeded.  The brief mention of some of these issues here 

simply outlines the top-level challenges and decisions they faced but does delve into 

them in detail because the full set of arguments and debates from the Trump 

Administration and the ongoing Biden Administration are not yet compiled or released 

for unclassified or historical analysis. They are mentioned here because of their 

continued significance to recent and ongoing events, and they highlight some of the 

critical choices that the SECDEF and CJCS face in the current environment. They 

illustrate both the challenges and opportunities, especially for CJCS Milley and the JCS, 

that crossed two presidential administrations with presidents from two different parties, 

where the transition from one to the other was perilous. 

Afghanistan - On February 29, 2020, the Trump administration signed a 

conditional peace agreement with the Taliban, which called for the withdrawal of 

American troops from Afghanistan within 14 months if the Taliban upheld the terms of 
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the agreement. The Trump Administration did not bother to include the elected Afghan 

government in the agreement. SECDEF Esper and CJCS Milley worked with the 

commander on the ground in Afghanistan, General Austin (Scott) Miller, to reduce U.S. 

and NATO forces under the terms of that agreement which called for 4,000 of the 

approximately 13,000 U.S. forces in Afghanistan to leave within 135 days and all U.S. 

troops would be out within 14 months. SECDEF Esper also said he was comfortable 

with a force level of 8,600 troops remaining in the transition period with a measured 

draw down over that full time.346 This was thought to be an operationally workable 

solution at the time. Later, SECDEF Esper thought the conditions were not present to 

reduce further and this was another disagreement he had with President Trump who 

showed an indifference to the conditions and simply wanted an end to the war in 

Afghanistan and a political victory heading into the presidential election. 

After the change in administration from President Trump to President Biden there 

was not a readjustment of this Trump Administration’s brokered agreement with the 

Taliban and President Biden was determined to end the war in Afghanistan as he 

pledged to do so during his campaign. News reports, anecdotal evidence, interviews, 

and unclassified Congressional testimony point to a spirited debate within the Biden 

Administration about how to end the mission and withdraw U.S. troops. There was a 

serious underestimation of the Afghanistan government and Afghan security force’s 

ability to delay the return of the Taliban to power. Moreover, Congressional testimony 

 
346 Welna, David. “Defense Secretary Gives Go-Ahead For U.S. Troops To Start Afghan Drawdown,” NPR, March 2, 
2020, https://www.npr.org/2020/03/02/811276808/defense-secretary-gives-go-ahead-for-u-s-troops-to-start-
afghan-drawdown?t=1594713965097 
 

https://www.npr.org/2020/03/02/811276808/defense-secretary-gives-go-ahead-for-u-s-troops-to-start-afghan-drawdown?t=1594713965097
https://www.npr.org/2020/03/02/811276808/defense-secretary-gives-go-ahead-for-u-s-troops-to-start-afghan-drawdown?t=1594713965097
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indicates that SECDEF Austin and CJCS Milley provided advice to delay the full 

withdraw of U.S. forces to create time and space to evacuate U.S. citizens and Afghan 

allies and partners who were integral to the U.S. and NATO war effort there.  Although 

details of the debate and decision-making process are still emerging, the initial narrative 

is that SECDEF Austin and CJCS Milley advised caution and additional military options 

and President Biden considered this and ultimately ignored their device. President 

Biden made the decision to proceed with a quick withdrawal ending with the most 

embarrassing and chaotic U.S. withdrawal of troops from a conflict since the Vietnam 

War. This decision severely diminished American credibility. The ultimate legacy is 

unknown but appears to be increasingly dire for the people of Afghanistan and more 

broadly a win for a terrorist linked Taliban regime who has thus far failed to keep the 

promises it made so it could receive humanitarian assistance. 

Planned Withdrawal of Troops in Germany - In 2020, President Trump directed 

the DoD to remove 11,800 of the nearly 36,000 American troops stationed in Germany 

citing: U.S. frustration with the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline from Russia to Germany and 

Germany's unwillingness to spend more on defense in support of NATO. President 

Trump framed the withdrawal as an act of retribution against the German government. 

SECDEF Esper attempted to frame the decision in strategic terms. He announced that 

the U.S. would withdraw 12,000 troops from Germany to shift forces to other NATO 

countries in Europe. This would have decreased the U.S. troop presence in Germany 

from roughly 36,000 to 24,000 but the repositioning of troops within Europe would give 

the U.S. greater flexibility to deploy troops elsewhere and would enhance Russian 

deterrence but the announcement came soon after President Trump's decision in June 
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to reduce the American military presence in Germany for failing to pay its fair share of 

the common defense, 2% of GDP.  The idea for a significant reduction of troops from 

Germany originated from the White House and the DoD was cut off from the decision 

making, and they feared that the partial withdrawal from Germany would inhibit regional 

defenses against Russia. SECDEF Esper had significant concerns about the plan but 

avoided publicly criticizing it and worked to implement Trump's directive albeit slowly 

and methodically. SECDEF Esper reportedly believed that Trump's demand for speedy 

troop withdrawal was logistically impossible. It was also shortsighted and imprudent.  

The announcement of the withdrawal of U.S. troops was also made without 

consultation with Germany or other NATO allies. This left SECDEF Esper and CJCS 

Milley the task of doing damage control to reassure them that the U.S. would not 

announce any further troop movements or reductions without first consulting with NATO 

allies.347 President Trump also wanted to reduce the number of troops serving and 

rotating to Europe. This was another major disagreement that SECDEF Esper and 

CJCS Milley had with the President. Ultimately, the troops were not withdrawn but this 

was one of the last issues involving overseas deployments during their tenure together.  

Additional Deployments of U.S. Troops to Eastern Europe – In response to 

Russia’s February 24, 2022, invasion of Ukraine SECDEF Austin and CJCS Milley 

advised, and President Biden approved, the DoD sending 15,000 U.S. troops to 

Germany, Poland, Romania, and Lithuania to shore up NATO defenses. This brought 

the total number of troops to about 100,000 personnel stationed in Europe on either a 

 
347 Cook, Lorne. “NATO chief says US to consult allies on future troop plans,” AP, June 17, 2020, 
https://apnews.com/article/126810fa4b979c53174d64d02bc15560 

https://apnews.com/article/126810fa4b979c53174d64d02bc15560
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rotational or permanent basis.348 SECDEF Austin and CJCS Milley also played an 

integral part in pushing lethal aid and defense support to Ukraine and meeting with their 

counterparts in NATO countries to strengthen the alliance as the invasion continues in 

adynamic situation. To date, their leadership and the administration’s response, 

including the release of vital intelligence publicly, has been effective in assisting Ukraine 

fight the Russians. It appears that the SECDEF and CJCS are successfully advising the 

President and he is heeding their advice and that of other members of the NSC for an 

integrated and more cohesive (so far) U.S. response which marks an improvement over 

their decisions pertaining to Afghanistan.   

Effectiveness  

 It is a challenge to gauge the effectiveness of SECDEF Esper and CJCS MIlley 

serving together under President Trump where the major decisions they made were in 

the context of the last year of the chaotic Trump Administration. It is also challenging to 

determine how effective SECDEF Austin and CJCS Milley are performing in the second 

year of the Biden administration. In both cases the U.S. has been racked by political 

polarization and domestic issues and in the case of Austin and Milley, major foreign 

policy issues in Ukraine, Afghanistan, and elsewhere. The one thing that can be said is 

that after the initial missteps that SECDEF Esper and CJCS Milley made in the photo op 

situation in Lafayette Square they determined to get back into their respective lanes and 

worked hard to keep the military out of political polarizing issues and respect civ-mil 

norms. They were not fully successful and SECDEF Austin and CJCS Milley continue to 

 
348 Cooper, Helene. “Pentagon Orders 7,000 More Troops to Europe,” New York Times, February 25, 2022, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/02/24/us/politics/us-troops-deploy-europe.html 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/02/24/us/politics/us-troops-deploy-europe.html
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deal with polarizing culture war issues and addressing racism and extremism in the 

ranks while simultaneously advising the President on critical use of force decisions.  

In attempting to answer effectiveness in the frame of the three main questions for 

the study for these SECDEFs and CJCS Milley it is incomplete, lacks historical analysis, 

and the availability of administration decisions codified in NSC documents and orders. 

Policy by tweet and media reporting is insufficient to decide but here are some initial 

ways to consider it. How effective have Secretaries of Defense and their respective 

Chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff been in advising the President in facilitating 

successful U.S. military and foreign policy?  The answer is mixed. SECDEF Esper 

and CJCS Milley ultimately prevailed in keeping U.S. troops in Germany and Eastern 

Europe successfully despite the President’s desire to remove them. Additionally, they 

were successful in metering the U.S. troop withdrawal in Afghanistan.  Moreover, CJCS 

Milley’s phone calls with his counterparts in China and Russia following the November 

2020 election and corresponding upheaval were officially approved contacts. Those 

calls were meant to assure competitors and adversaries that the political situation in the 

U.S. in the waning days of the Trump Administration was under control and that there 

was no cause for concern. It also served as a deterrent to dissuade attempts to further 

enmesh themselves in attempts to destabilize the situation in the U.S. or consider other 

opportunistic actions elsewhere.  Despite hyperbolic quotes in books and the media 

these were normal events undertaken in the line of routine duties for the CJCS.349  

 
349SENATE ARMED SERVICES COMMITTEE STATEMENT OF GENERAL MARK A. MILLEY, USA 20TH CHAIRMAN OF 
THE JOINT CHIEFS OF STAFF DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE AFGHANISTAN HEARING SEPTEMBER 28, 2021,  
https://www.armed-
services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Printed%2028%20Sep%20SASC%20CJCS%20Written%20Statement.pdf 

https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Printed%2028%20Sep%20SASC%20CJCS%20Written%20Statement.pdf
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Printed%2028%20Sep%20SASC%20CJCS%20Written%20Statement.pdf
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SECDEF Austin and CJCS Milley testified in front of both the SASC and HASC 

that they agreed with each other in advising President Biden not to withdraw all troops 

from Afghanistan, but President Biden chose to do so anyway after a lengthy NSC 

process.350 It was the President’s decision to make and in this case he did so against 

the advice of his SECDEF and CJCS. SECDEF Austin and CJCS Milley performed their 

required roles and similarly advised Congress. The fact that they were not successful in 

getting the President to agree with them illustrates just how difficult a task they have 

when making use of force recommendations and decisions, especially with a chief 

executive that had a long history and well-developed views on use of force decisions.   

Considering the historical record, what type of relationship between the 

two enabled success or failure?  SECDEF Esper and CJCS Milley worked 

reasonably well together but CJCS Milley was the dominant figure in the relationship by 

all accounts from personnel who were interviewed for this study. Their relationship 

continued from their days together as SECARMY and CSA. They agreed on the main 

controversial issues and in their advice to the President. That ended with President 

Trump firing SECDEF Esper and denouncing CJCS Milley after Trump left office in 

response to CJCS Milley’s quotes and participation in several books that were 

unflattering to President Trump. 

The relationship between SECDEF Austin and CJCS Milley is an extension of 

their time serving together previously. According to interviews conducted they maintain 

 
350 Stenographic Transcript Before the COMMITTEE ON ARMED SERVICES UNITED STATES SENATE HEARING TO 
RECEIVE TESTIMONY ON THE CONCLUSION OF MILITARY OPERATIONS IN AFGHANISTAN AND PLANS FOR FUTURE  
COUNTERTERRORISM OPERATIONS Tuesday, September 28, 2021, Washington, D.C.,https://www.armed-
services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/21-73_09-28-2021.pdf 
 

https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/21-73_09-28-2021.pdf
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their respective roles and responsibilities and agree on the big issues and are generally 

in alignment with their advice to the President. Notably, they have kept their media 

engagements limited and coordinated tightly with the White House and State 

Department to avoid the issue of mixed messaging and ensure message discipline. 

Did the post Goldwater-Nichols structural design of this relationship enable 

them to make effective decisions?  It did in both cases, and they received a lot of 

information to make assessments and advise the President, NSC, and Congress. 

Moreover, with SECDEF Austin having a talented, experienced, and competent civilian 

staff in OSD, and a strong DSD, it appears OSD has regained primacy over the policy 

and planning functions of the DoD. Moreover, he also has an experienced set of Service 

Secretaries to rely on as well.  Producing new defense strategy documents (NDS and 

NPR with incorporated MDR) in a rapidly changing strategic environment and the slow 

rate of confirmed appointees is a challenge that they continue to work through. Long 

term part of their goals for the DoD includes reforming the DoD budget and acquisition 

systems but only time will tell if they are ultimately effective or successful.   



267 
 

Chapter 9: Conclusion 

This study covered the critical use of force decisions and wartime decision-

making of the SECDEF and CJCS in multiple Presidential administrations. It analyzed 

the decision making of the three long tenured pairs in the case studies, but it did not 

fully examine all those Secretaries and Chairman who served in these positions after 

the GWN was enacted.  It also addressed how some of these senior DoD leaders 

confronted these critical decisions that posed significant challenges for national leaders 

and illustrated their challenges in maintaining healthy civ-mil relations in wartime.   

This study revealed that SECDEF and CJCS advice to the President and the 

NSC on military use of force decisions and wartime decision making is as much an art 

as it is a science and success is contingent on many factors. Use of force and wartime 

decision making requires the President, the SECDEF, the CJCS, and military 

commanders to convince themselves and the American people that risking service 

members lives matters for the country and its interests. This should never be taken 

lightly or without careful consideration of the risks and benefits. To this end our system 

works in providing decision makers options and risks but ultimately senior leaders do 

not always make wise decisions even when they are fully informed. That’s the burden of 

leadership and responsibility and requires making difficult judgement calls within a 

situational and political context.  

This study outlined how two critical framing issues: laws/policies and civ-mil 

relationships impact and influence how the SECDEF and CJCS manage their roles and 

responsibilities and how this has changed over time. This study illustrated that in the 

post GWN era vast improvements in commanding and controlling joint forces has led to 
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operational and wartime success in some cases but not all. It also highlighted that had 

the GWN Act not been enacted there may have been far less success because winning 

tactically and operationally requires joint and increasingly, combined military integration. 

The services rely on each other, and allies and partners are also critical to war time 

support.  

The study also illustrated how the GWN Act also opened a Pandora’s Box with 

respect to unconstrained growth in the DoD apparatus and insatiable requirements from 

the combatant commands. At the same time as exponential growth in the DoD agencies 

and headquarters staffs at all echelons, the actual military fighting force and combat 

power continues to diminish in the ever-shrinking fighting force. Rising personnel, 

equipment, and resourcing costs exacerbate this problem. Moreover, mission creep is 

endemic when the primary tool of choice is the military for many of the tough tasks that 

must done quickly or dangerously. The underinvestment in resourcing the rest of the 

U.S. government’s national security apparatus makes this an endless cycle. The 

wartime decision making in the case studies highlighted this issue specifically as it 

pertained to the long wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, and the continued counterterrorism 

fights more broadly.  

This study also analyzed factors that made for successful SECDEFs and CJCS 

in their use of force decisions and recommendations to the President and NSC. The 

system does work but there are some things that the study highlighted that make the 

SECDEF’s job exceedingly difficult, namely an extensive span of control, and a military 

and bureaucratic culture that dominates overs space and time that no SECDEF has 

been resoundingly successful at changing. The study illustrated that senior military 
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officers who have served 30-40 years in uniform and have entrenched views and 

relationships inherently have the stronger hand in civ-mil relationships because they 

also have direct lines to Congress, often work with or openly collude with one another 

(either deliberately or through established cultural norms within the military) to form 

positions that can and do limit the SECDEF’s and President’s decision space. Some 

also intentionally completely obfuscate by limiting options. The second Iraq War surge 

debates, the Generals Revolt, and the Obama Administration’s Afghanistan strategy 

and surge debates illustrate those issues. The study briefly discussed that in the Trump 

Administration there was intentional limiting of military options to an undisciplined 

President and chaotic White House because the SECDEF and CJCS wanted to hold the 

line and maintain an apolitical military. 

Moreover, parts of the study illustrated that several senior military officers who 

have largely never worked in other professions and have been coddled in a closed 

military service system most of their lives, do not always understand or care about the 

many factors that civilian leaders must contend with. There is considerable confirmation 

bias and group think from the senior military from the examples in this study. Not every 

senior military officer or CJCS fits this mode, but most have had to go along to get along 

for them to rise to their positions within their respective Service and in the Joint force. In 

the military during the times studied here it was not possible for outliers or skeptics to 

rise to the top levels in the military regardless of talent, skills, or ability. That is still not 

possible today in a closed rigid system that is not subject to meaningful scrutiny or 

oversight. For a President or SECDEF to go against this block of senior officers and 

other entrenched stakeholders for meaningful reform is almost always folly because the 
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senior military officer’s outsized power and presence, especially during wartime, distorts 

debates and narratives.   

The study highlighted several observations on the professional work experience 

of successful SECDEFs. Effective and successful SECDEFs had previous senior 

leadership experience in government within an executive agency and/or the private 

sector in leading large organizations. Conversely, the SECDEFs who came to the 

position where their experience was primarily as an elected official in Congress were 

viewed as comparatively weaker secretaries. Former SECDEF Robert Gates summed it 

up well when he said that “Legislators, by and large, do terribly when they’re put in the 

executive branch. Cheney was an exception, but he had been Chief of Staff in the White 

House before he had been a legislator. Most legislators are terrible managers, because 

they want to make everybody happy and they’re unaccustomed to taking responsibility 

for anything.”351   

Effective and successful CJCS understood the proper balance in the civil-military 

relationship and their most important roles as advisors and leaders. They were adept 

and knowledgeable about managerial issues and effective management in the 

bureaucracy, but they also fully understood they were not commanders, or in the chain 

of command, and they understood the limitations of the position. This was interesting 

since every CJCS is a product of a military service where the top down, rigorous chain 

of command is paramount and rarely requires, much less develops, the soft skills of 

debate, dissent, or the ability to negotiate tradeoffs to arrive at compromise solutions. 

 
351 Gates, Robert M. Oral History, 2013, 74. 
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Despite this there have been some good CJCS and most of them who were considered 

successful and influential have had some type of service, education, or experience 

earlier in the careers that enabled them to acquire some of these skills.   

The study also confirmed the hypothesis that successful SECDEF and CJCS 

combinations maintained a healthy professional working relationship that was 

characterized by mutual respect, partnership, and teamwork with an understanding that 

there would be inherent frictions based on the structural differences in their positions, 

especially in use of force decisions, which are as much political in nature as they are 

operationally feasible or practical. The best combinations of SECDEFs and CJCS 

worked as teams and partners but with the understanding that the SECDEF was the 

preeminent leader within the DoD. Successful SECDEF’s questioned and challenged 

their CJCS and military assumptions and occasionally made decisions that the CJCS 

did not fully agree with or like, often when it came to personnel decisions or planning 

guidance. It was an unequal dialogue, but it was a dialogue, and not a one-way 

conversation.  

The study also covered and isolated some of the challenges in civ-mil 

relationships and how they influenced specific use of force decisions and wartime 

decision making across five presidential administrations, three Republican and two 

Democrat. It concluded that civ-mil relationships are not fundamentally broken and that 

the SECDEF and CJCS relationship with its current roles and responsibilities works. 

Beyond that however, the study confirmed that there is an identified need to strengthen 

the civilian part of the civ-mil equation, both in the DoD and in the U.S. national security 

apparatus and interagency.   
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A strong military underpins every other instrument of power and is the ultimate 

protector of the nation, but it is not the only thing that matters, and it cannot be the 

default answers for most things. Finally, for it to effectively retain that role and succeed 

at that vital responsibility it cannot be all things to all people in terms of missions, roles, 

and responsibilities. However, any person who is qualified, willing to selflessly serve 

and possibly make the ultimate sacrifice on behalf of the nation, should have the 

opportunity to do that if they meet the standards. Fortunately, SECDEFs and CJCS 

have come to this conclusion through vigorous debate and discussion.  The U.S. 

military remains the most effective and lethal fighting force in the world even though it 

remains far from perfect.   

The study also illustrated that the SECDEF and CJCS as senior leaders in the 

largest and most expensive government agency face outsized challenges that others in 

the cabinet and national security apparatus do not. The lack of success in some of the 

foreign policy decisions where military forces were used points to the idea that the 

national security apparatus itself requires substantial reform since the current structure 

created by the National Security Act of 1947 has outlived its usefulness and is now an 

obstacle to future success. The focus should correctly be on revitalizing and 

restructuring the other civilian instruments of power.  As part of this there could and 

should be further adjustments to the DoD and the military structure as well.   

This study also illustrated how Congress is both a help and hindrance for war 

time decision making and is sub optimally organized to perform an increasingly complex 

oversight role. For that to happen, Congress needs to fix itself, something it is 

apparently incapable of doing, because the current committee structure in both houses 
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looks at each component of the national security apparatus in isolation such as the 

Armed Services committees for Defense, the Foreign Affairs and Foreign Relations 

Committees for State and the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), the 

Intelligence Committees for the CIA and other parts of the intelligence apparatus. In the 

House and Senate Appropriations Committees there are subcommittees for each of 

these components with almost no one looking at the big picture other than some overlap 

in committee membership.352 The parameters of this study cannot solve those 

problems, but the issues with Congress directly influenced the challenges the SECDEF 

and CJCS faced in the wartime cases in the study and that the current SECDEF and 

CJCS continue to face in ongoing military endeavors.  

Lastly, for the SECDEF and CJCS to succeed in advising and making wartime 

decisions there must be strong civilians but not necessarily more civilians, within the 

DoD, especially in OSD (P), but increasingly in the other directorates and defense 

agencies. This should be coupled with a streamlined bureaucratic and decision-making 

process. That would better enable the SECDEF to retain primacy in strategy, policy, and 

planning if the right political appointees are chosen for positions, they stay long enough 

to implement the SECDEF’s priorities, and they break through the sclerotic entrenched 

bureaucracy inherent in the career civil service who are alternately helpful as continuity 

and rigidly resistant to changes.  The study also illustrated that more than one SECDEF 

has tried to address this issue and every single one of them has failed by varying 

degrees. Finally, the most effective SECDEF and CJCS were able to adapt and lead 

 
352 Gates, Robert M. Exercise of Power: American Failures, Successes, and a New Path Forward in the Post-Cold War 
World. United States: Alfred A. Knopf, 2020, 400, 407,408-410; Punaro, 2021, 448 and 473. 
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change in the DoD and military when it mattered, when American lives were on the line, 

and when the nation’s interests were threatened. Even then the results were not always 

optimal and military and civilian casualties occurred. Interestingly, almost no senior 

military officers were ever held responsible or accountable for their suboptimal or in 

some cases, failed performance as senior leaders in use of force or war time decisions. 

They were literally given a free pass and, in some cases, even promoted. The U.S can 

and should be able to produce better senior military officers and war time outcomes.  

As this study illustrated, Presidents don’t always agree with either the SECDEF 

or CJCS’s recommendations all the time, and the President as Commander in Chief, 

gets the final say on heeding or ignoring that advice. The President must think about 

many more factors than the SECDEF and CJCS and balance competing foreign policy, 

domestic, and political issues. History has shown that while the President, SECDEF, 

and CJCS are to varying degree responsible for those decisions, they are rarely held 

directly accountable for their use of force and wartime decision making failures.  

Conversely, they are not always recognized for their success and effectiveness in 

making difficult decisions that require both art and science in wartime decision making 

and are still almost never perfect.  
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Interviews Conducted (Includes email correspondence) 

 

Asner, Glen. DoD Deputy Historian. December 1-2, 2021, via email. 

Brooks, Risa. Marquette University. September 28, 2021, via video call. 

Clark, Vern. Former Chief of Naval Operations. October 25, 2021, via phone. 

Cohen, Eliot A. Johns Hopkins University School of International Studies. October 19. 

2021, via video call. 

Crist, David. Joint Staff Historian. December 2, 2021, via phone call.  

Current and Former Officials. I interviewed 40 senior civilian and military officials with 

the DoD and other national security organizations including Congress, the 

interagency, and intelligence community. These included active duty and retired 

3- and 4-star generals and admirals (including combatant commanders, service 

chiefs, commanders, and staff principals) as well as senior political appointees 

and career SES. Interviews were conducted between September 2021 and 

January 2022 via phone, video, and in person. 

Gates, Robert M. Former Secretary of Defense, currently RGHM LLC, January 12, 

2022, via video.   

Green, Daniel R. former DASD. December 6, 2021, via phone call. 

Hamre, John. Center for Strategic and International Studies. October 10, 2021, via 

email. 

Journalists. 2021. 16 journalists from major media outlets (print, network television, and 

cable) with extensive defense and national security reporting experience (7-25 

years covering at least two or more SECDEFS/CJCS) were interviewed from 

September through November 2021 with the agreement the interviews were 

conducted without attribution of acknowledgement – essentially on background to 

speak openly and insightfully without compromising the access required to 

effectively continue to do their jobs.   

Kohn, Richard. University of North Carolina. November 18, 2021, via phone call. 

Feaver, Peter. Duke University. September 17, 2021, via phone. 

Ferrari, John (Major General USA Retired). American Enterprise Institute. October 6, 

2021, via phone. 

Malkasian, Carter. Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies. 

September 22, 2021, in person. 



276 
 

Mann, James, Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies. 

January 28, 2022, via phone.  

O’Hanlon, Michael. Brookings Institution. September 24, 2021, via phone. 

Panetta, Leon. Former Secretary of Defense, currently Panetta Institute. January 6, 

2022, via phone. 

Park, Francis J.H. U.S. Army War College. December 23, 2021, via phone. 

Schake, Kori. American Enterprise Institute. November 4, 2021, via phone. 

Snodgrass, Guy M. Defense Analytics. January 19 and 28, 2022, via video and phone. 

Stavridis, James G. Admiral (Retired). Former EUCOM and Supreme Headquarters 

Allied Powers Europe, currently Carlyle Group. October 27, 2021.  

Stevenson, Charles A. Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International 

Studies. December 15,2021, via video. 

Urben, Heidi. Howard University. January 4, 2022, via phone. 

Weiner, Sharon. American University. October 8, 2021, via phone.  
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