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hen America ended the military draft in 1973 and transitioned to
the All-Volunteer Force (AVF), the success of this ambitious enterprise was not
guaranteed. Yet by the early 1990s, decisive victories in the Cold War and
Operation Desert Storm had convincingly validated the AVF. Today, U.S.
military forces are unmatched both globally and historically in their lethality,
speed, and agility. Our society’s cost-benefit calculus is based upon its volunteer
military’s demonstrated deterrent effect and battlefield performance, defense
expenditures, and the societal premium associated with liberation from the
burden of conscription.
Yet, while the majority of Americans hold their soldiers in high esteem and
consider the well-endowed AVF a worthy bargain to secure their nation’s
interests in a dangerous world (a 2012 Gallup poll showed that 75 percent of
those polled expressed confidence in their military),1 we have collectively
ignored the severe political and strategic consequences of its implementation. By
two important but rarely acknowledged metrics, the advantage of the volunteer
over the conscript military is less certain today.
First comes the question of ‘‘political ownership’’ of the military within our
democracy. The defense establishment lays claim to vast amounts of taxpayers’
dollars and plays a consequential role in deciding vital matters of war and peace.
As most citizens take a keen interest in the cost and conduct of their police
force, so citizens at the national level should have a broad sense of responsibility
for the behavior of our armed forces.
/

/

/

Karl W. Eikenberry is the William J. Perry Fellow in International Security at Stanford
University. He is the former ambassador to Afghanistan and a retired U.S. army lieutenant
general who also commanded the U.S.-led Coalition Forces in Afghanistan, 2005—2007. A
version of this article will appear in a book on the American military edited by Professor
David Kennedy to be published in the summer of 2013, by Oxford University Press.
Copyright # 2013 Center for Strategic and International Studies
The Washington Quarterly • 36:1 pp. 724
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0163660X.2013.751647
THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY

j

WINTER 2013

7

Karl W. Eikenberry

Second is the degree of congressional
and media oversight of the volunteer
e have collectively
armed forces, and the extent to which the
ignored severe political
military’s senior leadership holds itself
accountable for shortcomings in its
and strategic
performance.
consequences of the AVF.
The AVF, which has compiled an
extraordinary operational record over the
past three decades, has liabilitiessome
seriouswhen viewed through the prism of these two considerations. To be
clear, I do not urge a return to the draft. There is little public or political appetite
for its implementation. Moreover, it is not clear that a sufficiently capable
conscript force could even be fielded, given the extensive training required to
meet the demands of highly technical and specialized 21st-century warfare.
However, we cannot simply ignore weighty issues such as political ownership or
oversight and the internal accountability of the armed forces. To continue to do
so would be an abdication of the first principles of good republican governance
and remove a search for corrective policy options from public discourse.
The argument follows in three parts. To provide context, I first briefly review
America’s historical experience in filling the ranks of its armed forces, with
emphasis on the decision to establish the AVF. An assessment of the volunteer
force through the prism of the two metrics above follows. I conclude with some
thoughts on implications for our national security and global democratic
example.

W
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/

/

Creation of the All-Volunteer Force
/

In the more than two centuries since the U.S. Constitution went into effect in
March 1789, our government has only relied on conscription to field an armed
force four times: the Civil War (1863 —1865), World War I (1917 —1918), World
War II (1940 —1945), and the Cold War (1946—1947 and 1948—1973), a total of
35 years. Moreover, throughout the Cold War era, only during the Korean and
Vietnam conflicts were sizeable numbers of draftees needed to supplement the
pool of volunteers, reservists, and guardsmen.2
Whenever proposed, conscription has usually been a point of political
contention in the United States. When President Madison proposed to draft a
mere 40,000 men during the War of 1812, Daniel Webster argued that the
Constitution did not provide the government with the authority to conscript
citizens, and the measure failed.3 Civil War conscription triggered occasionally
violent civil protests, but the drafts associated with the two World Wars were
generally supported. And though Congress periodically debated the Cold War
/

/
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draft, it was not until 1965 when
President Johnson significantly increased
do not urge a return to the
the number of U.S. troop deployments
draft, but we simply cannot
to Vietnam that popular opposition to
the draft became politically salient.
ignore these weighty issues.
Indeed, the subsequent unrest on
American college campuses in reaction
to the Vietnam War levies helped
inspire Republican presidential candidate Richard Nixon in 1968 to promise
to end military conscription if elected.4 The next year, President Nixon
appointed an Advisory Commission on the All-Volunteer Armed Forces to
develop a plan for implementing his promise and end conscription. In early
1970, this groupknown as the Gates Commission after its chair, former
Secretary of Defense Thomas Gates, Jr.unanimously recommended the
adoption of an all-volunteer force. The Commission’s report, accepted and
acted upon by the Nixon administration with some modifications, also
acknowledged five major objections to the AVF: potential isolation from
society and threat to civilian control; with isolation, an erosion of civilian
respect; the ranks likely to be disproportionally filled with blacks or those from
low-income backgrounds; a decline in the population’s concern with foreign
policy issues; and the nation more inclined to embark on ‘‘military adventurism.’’5
Some of these concerns stubbornly persist. Others, the Commission did not
foresee. For example, while the report argued persuasively that the AVF would
not lead to significant increases in the defense budget, it did not estimate future
outlays for retirement and health care costs. That proved to be a serious
omission, as retirement costs have increased from about $4.4 billion in 1973 to
over $50 billion in 2011. Health care has climbed from $19 billion in 2001 to
about $55 billion in 2011 and continues to balloon.6
Although most of the Gates Commission’s recommendations were to prove
remarkably sound, especially given the complicated nature of the problem,
several of the arguments against the AVF noted in the report emerged over time
as more serious than anticipated. Chief among these are the declining political
ownership of the U.S. military, and diminished oversight of the military by both
Congress and the media.

I

/

/
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Eroding Political Ownership
One of the unintended consequences of the AVF is a decline in political
ownership of the U.S. military. Princeton Professor Julian Zelizer has noted, ‘‘By
eliminating the draft, Nixon weakened the most immediate connection that
existed between the national security state and average citizens.’’7 Draft forces
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have inherent domestic political constraints,
and the absence of these in a volunteer
n unintended
force may have led to increased military
consequence of the AVF
involvement abroad in the last forty years.
If we look at history, we see that the
is a decline in political
United States has had over 330 conflictownership of the U.S.
related military deployments since 1798,
military.
and about half of these were after World
War II, when the U.S. had become a
superpower with global security interests.8
Though it is difficult to make a robust
empirical case that ending the draft contributed to more frequent use of the U.S.
Armed Forces abroad since 1973, the evidence is suggestive.
A more appropriate analysis might be restricted to the post-1945 era,
comparing the periods when the United States maintained conscription
(1946 —1973) and subsequently relied on an entirely volunteer formation
(1973—2012). Nineteen overseas military deployments occurred in the 27-year
draft period as opposed to more than 144 during the 39-year course, to date, of
the AVF. This translates into an AVF-deployments-per-annum ratio five times
higher than that of the draft force. Even here, however, precise comparisons are
difficult. Many post-1973 uses of military forces were repeated interventions in
the Balkans, Haiti, and Iraq, and a large number were in conjunction with UN
and NATO operationsnot necessarily indicative of the U.S. ‘‘military
adventurism’’ warned about by the Gates Commission report. Still, the
manifestly increased frequency (by a factor greater than five) of foreign
military deployments after the AVF was established is worrisome.
Concerns that a political decoupling of the military from the American
people might open the door to military adventurism, noted but dismissed by the
Gates Commission, were very much on the minds of some civilian and military
leaders during the early years of the AVF. Prominent among this group was U.S.
Army Chief of Staff, General Creighton Abrams, who served as the Commander
of Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, from 1968 to 1972. Abrams sought
to keep the military connected to the Congress, states, and public by ensuring
the forces were structured so that a large-scale protracted conflict (such as those
in Iraq and Afghanistan more recently) would require significant mobilization of
reserves and the National Guard, an act generally not free of political risk.9
According to General John Vessey, a former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, Abrams believed the ‘‘armed forces [were] an expression of the nation. If
you [took] them out of a national context, you [were] likely to screw them up . . .
part and parcel of that was that you couldn’t go to war without calling up the
reserves.’’10
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Reserves have, in fact, been
substantially employed in both Iraq
volunteer force may have
and Afghanistan, but not in sufficient
led to increased military
numbers to give real pause to
government leaders ordering their
involvement abroad in the
deployments. (Reservist contributions
last forty years.
to manning the total force in Iraq and
Afghanistan peaked in Fiscal Year
2005 at 68.3 million military duty
days, representing some 40 percent of
the total deployed force, but by the time of the 2007 Iraq surge, this had dropped
to about 20 percent.)11 Thus, with well-resourced and capable volunteers
supplemented by generally willing reservists, America’s politicians have not
faced significant organized domestic grassroots opposition to unpopular conflicts
in Iraq and Afghanistan, quite unlike the Vietnam War experience.
Of course, the two AVF interventions unique in their breadth and scope
are Iraq and Afghanistan. Together, they are the longest in duration of any
American war (the Afghanistan conflict alone enjoys this distinction); the
seventh most lethal American conflict measured in fatalities; second in
fatalities of those fought entirely with volunteer forces (after the 1846—1848
Mexican —American War); and currently second only to World War II in
expense, perhaps yet to become the most costly armed intervention in U.S.
history.12
Here, one can make a reasonable argument that not having those domestic
political constraints inherent in a draft force may have freed otherwise cautious
U.S. government decisionmakers to carry out large-scale extended military
operations in both Iraq and Afghanistan. When I have spoken on this topic to
various audiences around the country, I ask: ‘‘If we had a conscripted military
good enough to accomplish the same missions assigned our current volunteer
forces (admittedly a bold assumption), would the U.S. have invaded Iraq in 2003
and had almost 100,000 troops stationed in Afghanistan one decade after 9/11?’’
Never more than one or two participants offer an affirmative response.
The 1970 Gates Commission also concluded that adoption of an all-volunteer
force would ‘‘actually increase democratic participation in decisions concerning
the use of military force’’ contending, in part, that ‘‘[i]f tax increases are needed
or military spending claims priority over other public spending, a broad public
debate is likely. Recent history suggests that increased taxes generate far more
public discussion than increased draft calls.’’13 For at least three reasons, this
prediction proved inaccurate.
The first is a matter of scale. U.S. defense outlays today, massive though they
are (constituting an estimated 45 percent of the global total in 2011), consume a
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much smaller percentage of total federal spending than forty years ago when the
Gates Commission report was published.14 For example, in 1968 (the height of
Vietnam War) defense-military spending accounted for 45.1 percent of federal
outlays; in 2008 (the year marking the maximum combined level of effort in the
Iraq and Afghanistan Wars) defense-military spending was only 19.9 percent of
the U.S. federal budget, a percentage exceeded by Health and Human Services
(23.5 percent), Social Security (21.7 percent), and almost equaled by Treasury’s
debt financing (18.4 percent). In 1968, defense spending stood at 9.4 percent of
GDP, whereas in 2009 it composed 4.6 percent.15 And unlike during the era of
the Gates Commission, advocates of robust military spending now argue that
defense should be largely immune from the ongoing budget debates, since the
real deficit threats are posed by entitlement programs and mounting interest
payments on our national debt.
The second is a matter of context. For now at least, our nation’s
unprecedented extended deficit spending spree has removed from the public
agenda any serious discussion about current expenditure levels. Thomas Gates,
who served as a Secretary of Defense under the fiscally conservative President
Dwight Eisenhower, could never have imagined our current state of affairs. With
U.S. federal deficits as a percentage of GDP reaching levels not experienced
since the immediate aftermath of the WWII, the quest for budget discipline that
Gates took as a given in his days has been all but abandoned. The problem was
made more acute during the course of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts as the
Bush Administration, supported by Congress, actually reduced taxes and made
housing credit more plentiful. American citizens could be forgiven for making no
connection between their individual tax payments and the real cost of two
distant wars.16
The third reason is structural. The extraordinary and unprecedented use of
civilian contractors in conflict zones has obscured the actual price of war from
the American people, who tend to measure costs in number of troops deployed.
This use of contractors on battlefields proliferated during the first decade of the
21st century. Estimates indicate that between 2007 and 2011, on average,
contractors outnumbered deployed military personnel in both Iraq and
Afghanistan, peaking in late 2008 at over 200,000, a huge increase from
Operation Desert Storm in 1991 when only about 4000 were employed.17 One
might argue that the Department of Defense could also employ numerous
contractors to augment a conscript force, but the point is that their large-scale
use in support of our volunteer armed forces conceals the real scope of conflict
from the American people. It also reduces pressure on the military’s leadership
either to recommend strategies that can be implemented by the extant force, or
alternatively to request a large expansion of the AVF which might, in turn, open
a debate about conscription. To this argument must be added a consideration of
/
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the very mixed performance of contractors during the extended conflicts in Iraq
and Afghanistan.18 If the AVF will be dependent upon private military and
security companies to wage future large-scale protracted wars, as seems likely,
then the liabilities associated with employing contractors must be considered a
cost as well.
Our nation’s particular historical circumstances constitute another structural
feature that may also contribute to the AVF’s frequent dispatch abroad. Whereas
America has been the sole global military superpower since the end of the Cold
War, the same is not true in the economic domain. Today’s world is economically
multipolar. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, the United States gained and
has maintained a huge comparative advantage against all other contenders in
the use of coercive power (versus economic and soft power). Military force now
often appears as the most cost-effective instrument of American national power.
Such a hypothesis is speculative, but is also consistent with historical theories of
change in world politics that posit how economically declining hegemonic
powers often overreach militarily to preserve global systems whose maintenance
is considered a matter of vital prestige.19 Therefore, the deployment of the AVF
overseas (and lack of public ownership in these decisions) may theoretically be
even more likely in the near future.
/

/

Declining Accountability
The second unintended consequence of the AVF, which the Gates Commission
did not speculate on, is the potential impact on the quality of civilian oversight
and on the willingness of senior military officers to take fair responsibility for
their organization’s failures. I believe both have suffered, though the views I offer
here are admittedly more informed by personal experience than by quantitative
analysis.
Diminished Oversight by Congress and the Media
The two most important external sources of imposed accountability on the
American military are Congress and the media. Neither has performed with
distinction in recent decades. First, consider Congress. The framers of the U.S.
Constitution believed that Congress should have extensive authority to take the
country to war/codified in Article 1, Section 8, Paragraph 11. Yet, Congress
has only exercised its constitutional prerogative to declare war five times in
America’s history, and not since World War II. The reassertion of congressional
war-/making authority in the War Powers Resolution has been ignored by every
President since its enactment in 1973.20
Under the AVF model, Congress has even fewer incentives to assert its
constitutional responsibilities over the executive branch, especially in the
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preliminary and initial stages of a military intervention. Without sizeable
numbers of organized constituents fretting about the personal and family costs of
a conflict, a legislator has incentive to discount the future and avoid casting a
vote against waging war during the flag-waving stage of a crisis (consider,
for example, the many politicians who survived their 2002 votes in favor of
the Iraq War Resolution, simply claiming later they were misled by the Bush
Administration). Most members of Congress, always with an eye on reelection,
will hesitate before contesting strong executive appeals to commit forces
abroad in the stated defense of the national interest. By such abdication of
responsibility, Congress is failing to serve as the check on executive power
envisioned by the drafters of the Constitution.
Furthermore, the number of serving members of Congress with military
experience has decreased significantly since the end of conscription in 1973. In
the 91st Congress (1969 —1971), 398 members had served in the military; in the
current 112th Congress (2011 —2013), only 118 had, a drop from over 73 percent
to about 22 percent.21 Additionally, very few members of Congress actually have
sons or daughters serving in the armed forces, and are therefore even more
removed from the military.
With the attendant loss of expertise,
family ties, and perhaps even interest,
Congress appears less inclined to rigorously
ongress appears less
challenge senior military officers’ advice or
inclined to rigorously
question their management practices. Indeed,
challenge senior military
nearly abject congressional deference to the
military has become all too common. When
officers.
asked their views on the prosecution of an
ongoing conflict, politicians typically assert
that they will give the generals and admirals
whatever they needhardly a strong affirmation of civilian control of the military.
Concerned about potential political fallout from charges of ‘‘not supporting the
troops’’ and lacking confidence in their own knowledge, members tread cautiously
before publicly disagreeing with ranking professional soldiers and the strategies which
they advocate.22
I had an opportunity when serving as the U.S. Ambassador to Afghanistan to
witness this reticence first hand. Visiting members of Congress generally were
passive and supportive when receiving briefings from uniformed military leaders.
These members placed a hefty premium on photo opportunities with troops
throughout their visits. On the other hand, they were always skeptical and
occasionally confrontational when in similar sessions with the embassy’s civilian
team in Kabul. Having previously served twice as a military commander in
Afghanistan, I could plainly see the contrast.
/
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To be clear, I think the Congressional members were right to challenge our
civilian team. We were spending a huge amount of taxpayers’ money, war aims
were hard to define, and progress difficult to measure. Congress’ job is to exercise
oversight, and members owed their constituents informed judgments. However,
by not subjecting the militarywhich in Afghanistan was consuming over
twenty times the amount of funds spent by the civilian teamto the same
rigorous standards of scrutiny, these legislators were applying a double standard
and not sufficiently executing their constitutional responsibilities.23
A vignette illustrates the impact of the all-volunteer force on congressional
oversight of the military. Over an eighteen-month period from early 2011 —July
2012, some 46 coalition soldiers were murdered by their supposed allies in the
Afghan National Army and Police in 29 reported attacks.24 We could assume
that with a draft force, families of those killed would have clamored for
congressional hearings, and that Congress would have eventually obliged or
perhaps even preempted such action. Yet during that period, only one brief
ninety-five-minute congressional hearing was held on this topic, and it received
scant media attention.25 In seeking a balance between displays of deferential
respect for the volunteer military and the exercise of sober, demanding oversight,
members have often found political expediency in prioritizing the former.
The performance of the media has,
like that of Congress, been uneven in
shining a spotlight on the all-volunteer
he media has also been
force. I say ‘‘uneven’’ because
uneven in shining a spotlight
occasionally excellent press exposés,
on the all-volunteer force.
well-researched books, and analytical
think-tank reports have tightened
accountability somewhat. It might be
argued that the lack of tough media
reporting on the military may simply reflect the high standards achieved by the
U.S. Armed Forces; perhaps the good news has crowded out the bad. This is,
however, a dubious proposition, especially given the fantastic amounts of money
spent by our military in chaotic expeditionary environments where efficiencies
are impossible to achieve and massive amounts of waste, fraud, and corruption
are all but unavoidable.
Sophisticated media reporting and focus on today’s military have diminished
over time for several reasons, some attributable to broader industry trends and
others perhaps more specifically to the nature of the AVF. First, the loss of access
to senior-level military officials is a high-risk business proposition in a combat
zone. Hence, reporters have been careful to avoid burning bridges with critical
reporting that combats command headquarters. Add to this the relentlessly timeconstrained news cycle coupled with real-time reporting, blogs, and Twitter, and
/
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the media spend very little time on in-depth reporting. It quickly becomes
evident why some of the most insightful, frank, and surprising stories about
senior military commanders and their strategies often appear only intermittently,
authored by the handful of non-mainstream media outlets or by reporters on
special assignments.
Second, the decline in resources that many major media outlets devote
to investigative journalism has meant, in turn, fewer hard looks at the military,
not to mention other subjects of national concern. This is especially true given
that the armed forces, an all-volunteer organization, elicit less reader or
viewer interest than, say, scandals involving domestic politicians or titillating
revelations about public figures or Hollywood luminaries.
Financially strapped major media also attempt to provide ‘‘I was there’’
frontline reporting through the relatively recent innovation of embedding
journalists with combat units. For the immediately engaged parties, embedding
is a clear win-win; reporters have access to dramatic stories of hardship and
heroism, and commanders are better able to control the message. However, as
journalist and novelist David Ignatius writes:
/

/

/

/

But embedding comes at a price. We are observing these wars from just one
perspective, not seeing them whole. When you see my byline from Kandahar or
Kabul or Basra, you should not think that I am out among ordinary people, asking
questions of all sides. I am usually inside an American military bubble. That vantage
point has value, but it is hardly a full picture. I fear that an embedded media is
becoming the norm, and not just when it comes to war.26

Ignatius’ argument can be taken even further; a reporter embedded in an
all-volunteer unit manned entirelyat all levelsby those greatly concerned
about professional reputations and future careers will acquire less ground truth
than he or she might perhaps realize or admit.
Third, the well-funded Department of Defense and Armed Forces have, over
time, developed long-term relationships with various think tanks, analysts, and
retired military consultants whom they periodically ask or encourage to visit
theaters of war and provide assessments. Arrangements in the conflict zone,
entirely orchestrated by the military, include logistics, security, travel, and
scheduling. Not surprisingly, when the travelers return to the United States, they
generally support their sponsor’s views in written op-eds and appearances on
news shows.
What is extraordinary is that although no other government agency has the
autonomy or resources to engage in such taxpayer-subsidized self-promotion,
the Department of Defense and military have not been held accountable. As
ambassador from 2009 —2011, I marveled at how Defense Department-sponsored
consultants would spend weeks at a time in Afghanistan, with them often
concluding that while the military dimension of the then-ongoing surge was
/
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generally achieving intended results, shortcomings found in other domains (such
as the civilian side) jeopardized overall mission success.
The need for extensive, rigorous, and dispassionate oversight of our armed
forces is apparent. The expenditures involved are immense, the national security
stakes high, and the potential moral and political degradation associated with
warfare extreme. However, with the connective tissue between the U.S. military
and society weakened by the AVF construct, two critically important
gatekeepersCongress and the mediahave reduced their vigilance. When a
reporter who has written skillfully on Afghanistan and Pakistan, Dexter Filkins,
was asked during an interview on National Public Radio where all the billions
spent on the Afghan Army has gone, he replied, ‘‘The first is, you know, it’s
Afghanistan and . . . it’s hard to imagine unless you see it, but if you can imagine
a place on the moon, trying to build a base on the moon.’’27 Whether the U.S.
military was manned by volunteers or conscripts, Congress as well as the media
would be moved to praise the daring and courage required to metaphorically
build bases on the moon. But only with a conscript force might Congress,
reinforced by the media, feel compelled to question why they were attempting to
do so in the first place.
/

/

/

Military Leadership and the ‘‘Strategic Corporal’’
Last, I turn to the topic of accountability among senior U.S. military leaders.
Samuel Huntington, in his classic work on civil —/military relations, The Soldier
and the State, published in 1957 during the Cold War conscription era, wrote that
key professional attributes of officership include expertise in the management of
violence, acceptance of responsibility, and motivation derived from ‘‘technical
love for his craft and the sense of social obligation to utilize this craft for the
benefit of society.’’28 Rigorous adherence to these attributes, in turn, is critical if
the profession is to self-/limit its behavior in ways that reinforce internal
accountability and objective civilian control of the military.
The attribute of expertise has, in a sense, been undermined by ever expanding
boundaries of claimed professional military competence. As our volunteer armed
forces have been increasingly employed in counterinsurgency (COIN)
operations, Huntington’s concise expression that the professional officer’s
‘‘peculiar skill . . ./ is the management of violence’’ has lost its bite.29 The
breathtaking scope of COIN operations, as conceived in current U.S. military
doctrine, makes this so.
The U.S. Army and Marine Corps doctrinal guide to COIN, Field Manual
(FM) 3 —/24, states:
The military forces’ primary function in COIN is protecting [the] populace . . ./ .
Political, social, and economic programs are most commonly and appropriately
associated with civilian organizations and expertise; however, effective
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implementation of these programs is more important than who performs the
tasks . . ./ .Counterinsurgents take upon themselves responsibility for the people’s
well-/being in all its manifestations. These include the following: Security from
insurgent intimidation and coercion, as well as from nonpolitical violence and
crime; provision for basic economic needs; provision of essential services, such as
water, electricity, sanitation, and medical care; sustainment of key social and
cultural institutions; [and] other aspects that contribute to a society’s basic quality of
life.30

Because no other civilian department can do so, our military rises to this selfdefined overarching COIN challenge by generating ever new capabilities at the
speed and scale of a powerful and loosely controlled Pentagon. As a result, our
armed forces, unchecked and often encouraged by civilian authorities, have
taken on more tasks not directly related to warfighting. This is particularly true
in Iraq and Afghanistan.
I do not debate the rationale or logic behind most of the non-traditional
programs and projects undertaken by the military as it has endeavored to
creatively apply its COIN doctrine. Indeed, as a commander and ambassador in
Afghanistan, I advocated for some of these programs myself. Yet, as the armed
services have become major stakeholders in ever expanding areas of our
government, Huntington’s implicit civilian —military contract that grants a
degree of autonomy to military officers ‘‘to manage violence’’ in return for their
profession’s monopolization by the state has been emptied of content.31
Professional boundaries for the appropriate exercise of military influence have
slowly eroded. This has diluted and diminished officer corps’ emphasis on
essential war-fighting skills. Huntington emphasized that, similar to most
professions, the quality of officership is characterized by responsibility. Once
again, the recent protracted messy conflicts that our volunteer legions have been
thrust into have chipped away at standards of accountability.
The unique nature of 21st-century conflicts and its relevance to the
contemporary art of command was made clear in 1999 by Marine Corps
Commandant General Charles Krulak, who authored an article that popularized
the term ‘‘strategic corporal.’’ He explained how in the course of modern
complex wars, a single member of the armed forces, even at the most junior
levels, can become ‘‘. . . the most conspicuous symbol of American foreign policy
[who potentially influences] not only the immediate tactical situation, but the
operational and strategic levels as well. His actions, therefore, will directly
impact the outcome of the larger operation; and he will become . . . the Strategic
Corporal.’’32 The term became popularized in military circles. Indeed, FM 3 —24
explicitly affirms the concept by noting that ‘‘. . . so-called ‘strategic corporals’
[often] make decisions at the tactical level that have strategic consequences.
Senior leaders set the proper direction and climate with thorough training and
clear guidance; then they trust their subordinates to do the right thing.’’33
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Of course, during large-scale conventional wars of the past, there were no
‘‘strategic corporals.’’34 A breach of the law of land warfare by an infantry squad
of ten soldiers during the Battle for Normandy was a matter handled at lower
echelons of command and strategically inconsequential. General Eisenhower,
the theater-level commander, was not held accountable for such acts of
misconduct because they were not relevant to the conduct of the war at his
level. Yet, consistent with the term ‘‘strategic corporal,’’ we have seen how
similar violations of discipline and regulations have had catastrophic
consequences during the wars we have waged in the 21st century. Fallout from
the Abu Ghraib scandal, murders of civilians, and violations of enemy corpses
are illustrations. On one hand, I believe the conduct of the American Armed
Forces over the course of the two protracted campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan
has been extraordinary; it testifies to the quality of the force that, in a decade of
hard fighting, more criminal acts or lapses have not reverberated at the strategic
level. But on the other hand, if singular failures of the strategic corporal can and
do have strategic consequences, at what point must the strategic commander be
held accountable?
In other words, shouldn’t strategic commanders, in offering courses of action
to their civilian leaders, make explicit the risk of plan failure that could occur
from actions by a strategic corporal? And if the risk is deemed too great,
shouldn’t the approach be changed? If the risk is to be absorbed, who should
absorb it? When the President of the United States has to repeatedly apologize
for the misdeeds of members of our armed forces on the global stage, we are not
well-served. Either the doctrine is too problematic and needs to be reconsidered,
or there must be accountability at the level of theater commanders when there
are frequent failures at the strategic level.35
In no small measure, the amount of trust American society places in the
officer corps is founded upon their reputation for selfless national service.
Huntington defined the American military profession as one in which the life of
the officer ‘‘. . . subordinates man to duty for society’s purposes,’’ going on to say
that ‘‘modern man may well find his monastery in the Army.’’36 However, in
contrast with this ideal, the tendency in recent years has been for ever more
senior retired officers (former volunteers) to leverage their military experience
and networks to earn considerable incomes after hanging up the uniform.
A comprehensive 2010 Boston Globe study of the post-military careers of some
750 three- and four-star generals and admirals who retired from active duty over
the past two decades found that from 2004—2008, 80 percent went to work as
consultants or defense executives, compared with less than 50 percent who did
so ten years earlier. Bryan Bender, the author of an article explaining the study,
wrote: ‘‘The revolving-door culture of Capitol Hillwhere former lawmakers
and staffers commonly market their insider knowledge to lobbying firmsis
/

/

/

/

/

/

/

/

/

/

/
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now pervasive at the senior rungs of the military leadership.’’ Senator Jack Reed
(D-RI), himself a West Point graduate, was quoted by Bender as saying, ‘‘When I
was an officer in the 1970s, most general officers went off to some sunny place
and retired. Now the definition of success of a general officer is to move on and
become successful in the business world.’’37 Using Huntington’s metaphor, it
would be the equivalent of overwhelming numbers of retired abbots somehow
capitalizing on their long service to their religious orders and finding ways to
earn substantial wealth the moment they cast off their robes.
My point in examining the American military profession’s attributes of welldemarcated expertise, responsibility, and social obligation is not to criticize
practices that are legally sanctioned and publicly accepted (though perhaps not
deeply understood). Rather, it is to offer for consideration the proposition that
the kind of officership described in the Huntington ideal differs in important
ways from that found within our volunteer armed forces in the 21st century. In
other words, the AVF has developed such a high degree of corporate autonomy
and entitlement that its senior executives are not exhibiting the attributes
needed to ensure necessary accountability.
/

/

The Unintended Consequences of an All-Volunteer Force
/

In the end, if the establishment of the AVF in 1973 did entail unanticipated and
rarely acknowledged costs in terms of political ownership and accountability,
does it even matter? I contend it most profoundly does. There are three reasons
this is so.
First, as previously discussed, the great
expense and frequent employment of the
he great expense and
all-volunteer force have become givens
frequent employment of
within our body politic. The U.S. military,
ever versatile and ready to confront new
the AVF have become
security challenges, has become Thor’s
givens.
hammer that makes increasing numbers of
foreign policy problems appear to be nails
which the U.S. military must address. It has
not always been this way in the United States, not even during the first full decade
of the Cold War. As Lesley Gelb has written:

T

/

Truman and Eisenhower carried out their [economic] reforms while holding military
spending in check/Pentagon budgets came last, not first. Both presidents allocated
defense outlays using the ‘‘remainder method,’’ whereby they subtracted necessary
domestic spending from tax revenues and gave the leftovers (the ‘‘residual,’’ as
Eisenhower called it) to defense . . ./ . [They] were particularly conscious of the ill
effects of being a debtor nation.38
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Yet today, while the domestic implications of our mounting fiscal woes seem
evident to most Americans, the long-term impact on our international security
standing does not. Our relatively insulated defense spending is rarely included in
serious debates about a comprehensive security strategy that must be founded
upon economic strength and human capital.
Second, to the extent that the inception of the all-volunteer force has allowed
and tempted the United States to frequently deploy superbly trained and
equipped troops into harm’s way, there have been unintended consequences.
One is reminded of the tale of the knight who returned to the castle after a long
hard day of battle and reported proudly to his king, ‘‘Sire, I have been defeating
the soldiers and burning the towns of your enemies in the west all day on your
behalf.’’ The king, taken aback, exclaimed, ‘‘But I have no enemies to the west!’’
The knight, crestfallen, said, ‘‘Well, you do now, Sire!’’ Sober national
assessments about opportunity and reputational costs associated with the use
of force have not been sufficiently rigorous in recent decades.
Third and perhaps most significant is the effect that the end of the obligation
of military service has had on the civic virtue necessary to sustain a republic. We
collectively claim the need for a robust armed forces given the multi-faceted
foreign threats our country faces, and yet as individuals, do not wish to be
troubled with any personal responsibility for manning the frontier. The merits of
the volunteer force are clear and few Americans have a strong desire to return to
a draft.39 Moreover, it may be possible to address certain negative consequences
of the all-volunteer force through various policy means and approaches separate
from reinstating conscription. In fact, given the stakes, we must find a way to
deal explicitly with the shortcomings of the all-volunteer force in an
incremental, politically pragmatic fashion. But that process has to start with
an honest and serious admission of that force’s drawbacks.
Still, as social and cultural historian Beth Bailey has noted at the conclusion
of her superb study of the AVF: ‘‘In a democratic nation, there is something lost
when individual liberty is valued over all and the rights and benefits of
citizenship become less closely linked to its duties and obligations.’’40 As the
world’s leading power priding itself on a willingness to employ its vast military
might in defense of universal democratic values, there is a truth and irony here
that should at least be acknowledged.
/

/

/

/

/

Notes
1.
2.

Jeffrey M. Jones, ‘‘Confidence in U.S. Public Schools at New Low,’’ Gallup, June 20,
2012, http://www.gallup.com/poll/155258/Confidence-/Public-/Schools-/New-/Low.aspx.
Bernard Rostker, I Want You!: The Evolution of the All-/Volunteer Force (Santa Monica,
CA.: RAND Corporation, 2006), 23 —/32.

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY

j

WINTER 2013

21

Karl W. Eikenberry

3.
4.
5.
6.

7.
8.

9.

10.
11.

12.

13.
14.
15.

16.

17.

18.

22

Daniel Webster, ‘‘On Conscription’’ (speech, U.S. House of Representatives, December
9, 1814) http://www.constitution.org/dwebster/conscription.htm.
Donald Vadergriff, Manning the Future Legions of the United States: Finding and Developing
Tomorrow’s Centurions (Westport, CT: Praeger Security International, 2008), 62.
The Report of the President’s Commission on an All-/Volunteer Armed Force (New York,
N.Y.: The Macmillan Company, 1970), 125.
Robert Fenn, ‘‘Robert Gates Says Health Care Costs Hurt Defense Budget,’’ U.S.
News, February 24, 2011, http://www.usnews.com/opinion/blogs/Peter-/Fenn/2011/02/
24/robert-/gates-/says-/healthcare-/costs-/hurt-/defense-/budget; Department of Defense Office
of the Actuary, Statistical Report on the Military Retirement System, May 2011, 20, http://
actuary.defense.gov/Portals/15/Documents/statbook11.pdf.
Julian E. Zelizer, Arsenal of Democracy (New York, N.Y.: Basic Books, 2010), 235.
Congressional Research Service, Instances of Use of United States Armed Forces
Abroad, 1798—/2009, By Richard F. Grimmett, Washington, D.C., January 27, 2010,
1 —/30.
Richard W. Stewart, General Editor, Army Historical Series, American Military History,
Volume II, The United States Army in the Global Era, 1917—/2003 (Washington, D.C.:
United States Army Center for Military History, 2005), 376.
Lewis Sorley, Thunderbolt: General Creighton Abrams and the Army of His Times (New
York, N.Y.: Simon and Schuster, 1992), 364.
See John Nagl and Travis Sharp, ‘‘An Indispensable Force: Investing in America’s
National Guard and Reserves’’ (Washington, D.C.: Center for a New American
Security, September 2010), 22, http://www.cnas.org/node/4997.
‘‘America’s Wars’’ [fact sheet], Department of Veterans Affairs, Washington, D.C.,
November 2011, http://www.va.gov/opa/publications/factsheets/fs_americas_wars.pdf;
Congressional Research Service, The Cost of Iraq, Afghanistan, and Other Global War
on Terror Operations Since 9/11, By Amy Belasco, Washington, D.C., March 29, 2011, 3,
www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/RL33110.pdfShare; Congressional Research Service, Costs of
Major U.S. Wars, By Stephen Daggett, Washington, D.C., June 29, 2010, 1 —/3, www.fas.
org/sgp/crs/natsec/RS22926.pdf; Joseph E. Stiglitz and Linda J. Bilmes, ‘‘The True Cost
of the Iraq War: $3 Trillion and Beyond,’’ Washington Post, September 5, 2010, http://
www.washingtonpost.com/wp-/dyn/content/article/2010/09/03/AR2010090302200.html.
The Report of the President’s Commission on an All-/Volunteer Armed Force, 152.
The International Institute for Strategic Studies, The Military Balance 2012 (London:
Routledge, 2012), 31.
U.S. Office of Management and Budget, Historical Tables: Budget of the U.S.
Government Fiscal Year 2011, Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 2010,
84, 89, 127, 132. http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/budget/fy2011/assets/hist.pdf.
Jeffrey D. Sachs, The Price of Civilization (New York, N.Y.: Random House, 2011), 17;
See Robert D. Hormats, The Role of Liberty: Paying for America’s Wars (New York, N.Y.:
Henry Holt and Co., 2007) for more on the relationship between taxes and wars.
Deborah Kidwell, ‘‘Public War, Private Fight: The United States and Private Military
Companies’’ (Fort Leavenworth, KS: Combat Studies Institute, 2005), 19; and
Congressional Research Service, Department of Defense Contractors in Afghanistan and
Iraq: Background and Analysis, By Moshe Schwartz, Washington, D.C.: May 13, 2011, 2,
http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R40764.pdf.
Deborah D. Avant and Renée de Nevers, ‘‘Military Contractors & the American Way
of War,’’ Daedalus 140, no. 3 (Summer 2012), 88 —/99.
THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY

j

WINTER 2013

Reassessing the All-Volunteer Force

19.

20.

21.

22.
23.
24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.
30.

31.
32.

33.
34.
35.

36.
37.

38.

Robert Gilpin, War & Change in World Politics (New York, N.Y: Cambridge University
Press, 1990); Paul Kennedy, The Rise and The Fall of the Great Powers (New York, N.Y.:
Random House, 1987).
James A. Baker III and Warren Christopher, National War Powers Commission Report,
Miller Center of Public Affairs, University of Virginia, 7, http://web1.millercenter.org/
reports/warpowers/report.pdf.
Congressional Research Service, Membership of the 112th Congress: A Profile Jennifer
E. Manning, Washington, D.C., March 1, 2011, 7 —/8, http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/
R41647.pdf.
Guy Raz, ‘‘Congress Funds War to Support Troops,’’ NPR, December 21, 2007, http://
www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId1/ 7495023.
Congressional Research Service, Cost of Iraq, 17.
‘‘Man in Afghan Army Uniform Wounds 5 U.S. troops Outside Eastern Base,’’
Washington Post, July 3, 2012, http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/nato-/
says-/man-/in-/afghan-/army-/uniform-/attacks-/coalition-/troops-/wounding-/several/2012/07/
04/gJQAhKHRMW_story.html.
‘‘The Use of Afghan Nationals to Provide Security to U.S. Forces,’’ hearing, House
Armed Services Committee, February 1, 2012, http://armedservices.house.gov/index.
cfm/hearings-/display?ContentRecord_id6/ 0f15690-/7e58-/4f99-/a1dd-/63f96bd1f441.
David Ignatius, ‘‘The Dangers of Embedded Journalism in War and Politics,’’
Washington Post, May 2, 2010, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-/dyn/content/article/
2010/04/30/AR2010043001100.html?sidS
/ T2010043001134.
Transcript of Terry Gross interview of Dexter Filkins, ‘‘After Troops Leave, What
Happens To Afghanistan?’’ National Public Radio, July 10, 2012, http://www.npr.org/
templates/transcript/transcript.php?storyId1/ 56504634.
Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-/Military
Relations (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1957),
11 —/15.
Ibid., 13.
Department of the Army and Marine Corps, Combat Development Command, FM
3 —/24/ MCWP 3 —/33.5 CounterInsurgency, Washington, D.C.: December 15, 2006, 2 —/1
and 2 —/2, http://www.everyspec.com/ARMY/FM-/Field-/Manual/FM_3-/24_15DEC2006_
13424/.
Huntington, The Soldier and the State, 11 and 15.
General Charles C. Krulak, ‘‘The Strategic Corporal: Leadership in the Three Block
War,’’ Marine Magazine, January 1999, http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/usmc/
strategic_corporal.htm.
Department of the Army and Marine Corps, CounterInsurgency, 1 —/28.
Carl Von Clausewitz, On War, edited and translated by Michael Howard and Peter
Paret (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1976), 77.
David Rothkopf, ‘‘A New Challenge for Our Military: Honest Introspection,’’ Foreign
Policy, March 19, 2012, http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2012/03/19/a_new_
challenge_for_our_military_honest_introspection?page0/ ,1.
Huntington, The Soldier and the State, 465.
Bryan Bender, ‘‘From the Pentagon to the Private Sector,’’ The Boston Globe, December
26, 2010, http://www.boston.com/news/nation/washington/articles/2010/12/26/defense_
firms_lure_retired_generals/?page1/ .
Les Gelb, ‘‘GDP Now Matters More Than Force: A U.S. Foreign Policy for the Age of
Economic Power,’’ Foreign Affairs 89, no. 6 (November-/December 2010): 39.

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY

j

WINTER 2013

23

Karl W. Eikenberry

39.

40.

24

An October 2011 Pew survey found that more than eight in ten post-/9/11 veterans and
74 percent of the public believed the U.S. should not return to the draft. See ‘‘War and
Sacrifice in the Post-/9/11 Era: The Military-/Civilian Gap,’’ Pew Research Center,
October 5, 2012, http://pewresearch.org/pubs/2111/veterans-/post-/911-/wars-/iraq-/afghanistan-/civilian-/military-/veterans.
Beth Bailey, America’s Army: Making the All-/Volunteer Force (Cambridge, MA.: The
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2009), 260.

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY

j

WINTER 2013

