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THE NEW AMERICAN MILITARISM

b y  GENERAL DAVID M. SHOUP

Its roots are in the experience of World War I I . The burgeoning military establishment and associated industries 
fuel it. Anti-Communism provides the climate which nurtures it. “I t ” is a “new American militarism.” General 
Shoup, a hero of the Battle of Tarawa in I!)'i3 , who rose to become Commandant of the United Stales Marine Corps 
for four years until his retirement in December, 1963, doesn't like it. He has written this essay in collaboration 
with another retired Marine officer, Colonel James A . Donovan.

_ / \ . m e r ic a  has become a m ilitaristic and  aggres­
sive nation. O ur massive and swift invasion of the 
D om inican R epublic in 1965, concurrent w ith the 
rap id  bu ild u p  of U.S. m ilitary power in  V ietnam , 
constituted an  impressive dem onstration of Ameri­
ca’s readiness to execute m ilitary contingency plans 
and  to seek m ilitary solutions to problem s of po liti­
cal disorder and  potential Com m unist threats in  the 
areas of our interest.

T h is  “m ilitary  task force” type of diplomacy is 
in  the trad ition  of our m ore prim itive, pre-W orld 
W ar 11 “gunboat diplomacy,” in  which we landed 
small forces of M arines to protect Am erican lives 
and property  from the perils of native bandits and 
revolutionaries. In  those days the U.S. Navy and 
its M arine land ing  forces were our chief means, 
short of war, for showing the flag, exercising Amer­
ican power, and  protecting U.S. interests abroad. 
T h e  Navy, enjoying the freedom of the seas, was a 
visible and effective representative of the na tion ’s 
sovereign power. T h e  M arines could be employed 
ashore “on such other duties as the President m ight 
d irect” w ithou t congressional approval or a declara­
tion of war. T h e  U.S. Army was not then used so 
freely because it was rarely ready for expedition­
ary service w ithou t some degree of m obilization, 
and  its use overseas norm ally requ ired  a declara­
tion of emergency or war. Now, however, we have

num erous contingency plans involving large jo in t 
A ir Force-Army-Navy-Marine task forces to defend 
U.S. interests and  to safeguard our allies wherever 
and  whenever we suspect Com m unist aggression. 
W e m aintain  m ore than  1,517,000 Americans in uni­
form overseas in  119 countries. W e have 8 treaties to 
help  defend 48 nations if they ask us to—or if we 
choose to intervene in  their affairs. We have an 
immense and  expensive m ilitary establishment, 
fueled by a gigantic defense industry, and millions 
of proud, patriotic, and frequently bellicose and 
m ilitaristic citizens. How did this m ilitarist culture 
evolve? How d id  this m ilitarism  steer us into the 
tragic m ilitary and political morass of Vietnam?

Prior to W orld W ar II, Am erican attitudes were 
typically isolationist, pacifist, and generally anti­
m ilitary. T h e  regular peacetim e m ilitary establish­
m ent enjoyed small prestige and  lim ited influence 
upon  national affairs. T h e  public knew little about 
the armed forces, and only a few thousand men 
were attracted to m ilitary service and careers. In  
1940 there were bu t 428,000 officers and enlisted 
m en in the Army and Navy. T h e  scale of the war, 
and  the w orld’s power relationships which resulted, 
created the American m ilitary giant. Today the ac­
tive armed forces contain over 3.4 m illion men and 
women, w ith an additional 1.6 m illion  ready re­
serves and N ational Guardsmen.
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Am erica’s vastly expanded w orld role after 
W orld W ar II hinged upon m ilitary power. T h e  
voice and views of the professional m ilitary people 
became increasingly prom inent. D uring the post­
war period, distinguished m ilitary leaders from the 
war years filled m any top positions in  government. 
Generals M arshall, Eisenhower, M acArthur, Taylor, 
Ridgeway, LeMay, and  others were no t only popu­
lar heroes bu t respected opinion-makers. It was a 
time of in ternational readjustm ent; m ilitary minds 
offered the benefits of firm views and problem- 
solving experience to the m anagem ent of the na­
tion’s affairs. M ilitary procedures—including the 
general staff system, briefings, estimates of the sit­
uation, and the organizational and  operational tech­
niques of the highly schooled, confident m ilitary 
professionals—spread th roughout Am erican culture.

W orld W ar II had  been a long war. M illions of 
young Am erican m en had m atured, been educated, 
and gained rank  and  stature du ring  their years in 
uniform. In  spite of themselves, m any re tu rned  to 
civilian life as indoctrinated, combat-experienced 
m ilitary professionals. T hey  were veterans, and for 
better or worse w ould never be the same again. 
America will never be the same either. We are 
now a nation of veterans. T o  the 14.9 m illion vet­
erans of W orld W ar II, Korea added another 5.7 
m illion five years later, and ever since, the large 
peacetime m ilitary establishm ent has been train ing 
and releasing draftees, enlistees, and  short-term 
reservists by the hundreds of thousands each year. 
In  1968 the to tal living veterans of U.S. military 
service num bered over 23 m illion, or about 20 per­
cent of tire ad u lt population.

Today most middle-aged men, most business, 
government, civic, and professional leaders, have 
served some tim e in  uniform . W hether they liked 
it or not, their m ilitary tra in ing  and  experience 
have affected them, for the creeds and attitudes 
of tire arm ed forces are powerful medicine, and 
can become habit-form ing. T h e  m ilitary codes in ­
clude all the virtues and  beliefs used to m otivate 
men of high principle; patriotism , duty  and service 
to country, honor am ong fellowmen, courage in  
the face of danger, loyalty to organization and 
leaders, self-sacrifice for comrades, leadership, dis­
cipline, and  physical fitness. For m any veterans the 
m ilitary’s efforts to train  and indoctrinate them may 
well be the most impressive and  influential experi­
ence they have ever had—especially so for the 
young and  less educated.

In  addition, each of the arm ed forces has its own 
special doctrinal beliefs and well-catalogued cus­
toms, traditions, rituals, and folklore upon which 
it strives to bu ild  a fiercely loyal m ilitary character 
and esprit cle corps. All ranks are taught that their 
u n it and their branch of the m ilitary service are

the most elite, im portan t, efficient, or effective in  
the m ilitary  establishm ent. By believing in  the su­
periority and  im portance of th e ir own service they 
also provide themselves a degree of personal status, 
pride, and  self-confidence.

As they get older, m any veterans seem to ro m an ­
ticize and  exaggerate their own m ilitary  experi­
ence and  loyalties. T h e  policies, a ttitudes, an d  po­
sitions of the powerful veterans’ organizations such 
as the A m erican Legion, V eterans of Foreign W ars, 
and  AM VETS, to taling over 4 m illion  m en, fre­
quently  reflect this pugnacious an d  chauvinistic 
tendency. T h e ir m em berships generally favor m ili­
tary solutions to world problem s in  the p a tte rn  of 
their own earlier experience, an d  often  assert th a t 
their m ilitary service an d  sacrifice should  be re­
peated by the younger generations.

( ^ i-osely re la ted  to the attitudes and  influence 
of Am erica’s m illions of veterans is the vast and  
powerful complex of the defense industries, w hich 
have been described in detail m any times in  the 
eight years since G eneral Eisenhower first w arned  
of the m ilitary-industrial power com plex in his fare­
well address as President. T h e  re la tionsh ip  betw een 
the defense industry and the m ilitary  establishm ent 
is closer than  m any citizens realize. T o g eth er they 
form a powerful public op in ion  lobby. T h e  several 
m ilitary service associations provide bo th  a forum  
and a m eeting g round  for the m ilitary  an d  its in ­
dustries. T h e  associations also provide each of the 
arm ed services w ith  a means of fostering th e ir re­
spective roles, objectives, and propaganda.

Each of the four services has its own association, 
and there are also add itional m ilitary  function  as­
sociations, for ordnance, m anagem ent, defense 
industry, and  defense transporta tion , to nam e some 
of the m ore prom inent. T h e  A ir Force Association 
and the Association of the U.S. Arm y are the larg ­
est, best organized, and most effective of the ser­
vice associations. T h e  Navy League, typical of the 
“silent service” traditions, is no t as well coord inated  
in  its public relations efforts, and  the small M arine 
Corps Association is no t even in  the same arena 
w ith the o ther contenders, the M arine A ssociation’s 
m ain  activity being the pub lication  of a semi­
official m onthly  m agazine. Actually, the service as­
sociations’ respective magazines, w ith  an  estim ated 
com bined circulation of over 270,000, are the p ri­
m ary m edium  serving the several associations’ 
purposes.

A ir  Force and Space Digest, to cite one exam ple, 
is the magazine of the A ir Force Association and  
the unofficial m outhpiece of the U.S. A ir Force 
doctrine, “party  line,” and  propaganda. I t  frequent-
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Iy prom otes A ir Force policy that has been official­
ly frustrated  or suppressed w ith in  the D epartm ent 
of Defense. I t  beats the tub for strength through 
aerospace power, interprets diplom atic, strategic, 
and tactical problems in  terms of air power, 
stresses the requirem ents for quantities of every 
type of aircraft, and frequently  perpetuates the 
extravagant fictions abou t the effectiveness of 
bombing. T his, of course, is well coordinated w ith 
and  supported by the m ultib illion-dollar aerospace 
industry, w hich thrives up o n  the boundless desires 
of the A ir Force. They reciprocate w ith lavish and 
expensive ads in  every issue of A ir Force. Over
96.000 m embers of the A ir Force Association re­
ceive the magazine. M embers include active, re­
serve, re tired  personnel, and  veterans of the U.S. 
A ir Force. A dditional thousands of copies go to 
people engaged in the defense industry. T h e  thick 
m ix ture of advertising, propaganda, and A ir Force 
doctrine continuously repeated in this publication 
provides its readers and writers w ith a form of in tel­
lectual hypnosis, and they are prone to believe 
their own propaganda because they read it in  A ir  
Force.

T h e  Am erican people have also become more 
and  m ore accustomed to m ilitarism , to uniforms, 
to the cult of the gun, and  to the violence of com­
bat. W hole generations have been brought up  on 
war news and  wartime propaganda; the few years 
of peace since 1939 have seen a steady stream  of 
w ar novels, w ar movies, comic strips, and  televi­
sion program s w ith  war or m ilitary settings. T o  
m any Americans, m ilitary training, expeditionary 
service, and  warfare are merely extensions of the 
en tertainm ent and  games of childhood. Even the 
weaponry and  hardw are they use at war are simi­
lar to the highly realistic toys of their youth. Sol­
diering loses appeal for some of the relatively few 
who experience the blood, terror, and  filth of bat­
tle; for many, however, including far too many 
senior professional officers, w ar and  com bat are an 
exciting adventure, a com petitive game, and an es­
cape from the du ll routines of peacetime.

It is this influential nucleus of aggressive, am bi­
tious professional m ilitary leaders who are the root 
of Am erica’s evolving m ilitarism . T here  are over
410.000 commissioned officers on active duty in the 
four arm ed services. Of these, well over half are 
jun io r rank ing  reserve officers on tem porary active 
duty. Of the 150,000 or so regular career officers, 
only a portion are senior ranking colonels, generals, 
and admirals, bu t it is they who constitute the elite 
core of the m ilitary  establishm ent. It is these few 
thousand top-ranking professionals who com m and 
and manage the armed forces and plan and form u­
late m ilitary policy and opinion. How is it, then, 
that in spite of civilian controls and the national

desire for peace, this small group of m en exert so 
m uch m artial influence upon the governm ent and 
life of the American people?

' J_ in; m ilitary will disclaim any excess of power 
or influence on their part. T hey will poin t to their 
small num bers, low pay, and subordination to 
civilian masters as proof of their modest status 
and  innocence. Nevertheless, the professional m ili­
tary, as a group, is probably one of the best or­
ganized and  most influential of the various seg­
ments of the American scene. T hree  wars and six 
m ajor contingencies since 1940 have forced the 
Am erican people to become abnorm ally aware of 
the arm ed forces and  their leaders. In  tu rn  the 
m ilitary services have produced an unending sup­
ply of distinguished, capable, articulate, and ef­
fective leaders. T h e  sheer skill, energy, and dedi­
cation of Am erica’s m ilitary officers make them 
dom inant in  almost every governm ent or civic or­
ganization they may inhabit, from the federal Cabi­
net to the local PTA.

T h e hard  core of high-ranking professionals are, 
first of all, mostly service academy graduates: they 
had to be physically and intellectually above av­
erage am ong their peers ju st to gain entrance to 
an  academy. T hereafter for the rest of their careers 
they are exposed to constant com petition for se­
lection and prom otion. A ttritio n  is high, and only 
the most capable survive to reach the elite senior 
ranks. Few other professions have such rigorous 
selection systems; as a result, the top m ilitary lead­
ers are top-caliber men.

N ot m any industries, institutions, or civilian 
branches of government have the resources, tech­
niques, or experience in train ing  leaders such as 
are now employed by the arm ed forces in their 
excellent and elaborate school systems. M ilitary 
leaders are taught to com m and large organizations 
and to plan big operations. T hey learn the tech­
niques of influencing others. T h e ir education is not, 
however, liberal or cultural. It stresses the tactics, 
doctrines, traditions, and codes of the m ilitary 
trade. It produces technicians and disciples, not 
philosophers.

T h e  m en who rise to the top of the m ilitary 
hierarchy have usually dem onstrated their effec­
tiveness as leaders, planners, and organization 
managers. They have perhaps perform ed heroical­
ly in combat, bu t most of all they have dem on­
strated their loyalty as proponents of their own 
service’s doctrine and their dedication to the de­
fense establishm ent. T he param ount sense of duty 
to follow orders is at the root of the m ilitary pro­
fessional's performance. As a result the m ilitary
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often operate m ore efficiently and  effectively in 
the arena of defense policy p lann ing  th an  do theii 
civilian counterparts in  the State D epartm ent. T h e  
m ilitary p lanners have their doctrinal beliefs, their 
loyalties, their d isc ip lin e -an d  their typical desire 
to compete and win. T h e  civilians in  governm ent 
can scarcely play the same policy-planning game. 
In  general the m ilitary are better organized, they 
work harder, they th ink  straighter, and  they keep 
their eyes on the objective, which is to Ire instantly 
ready to solve the problem  through m ilitary action 
while ensuring that their respective service gets 
its proper mission, role, and recognition in the op­
eration. In  an  emergency the m ilitary usually have 
a ready plan; if not, their num erous doctrinal m an­
uals provide firm guidelines for action. Politicians, 
civilian appointees, and  diplom ats do n o t norm ally 
have the same confidence abou t how to react to 
threats and  violence as do the m ilitary.

T h e  m otivations behind  these endeavors are dif­
ficult for civilians to understand. For example, 
m ilitary professionals cannot m easure the success 
of their ind iv idual efforts in  terms of personal fi­
nancial gain. T h e  arm ed forces are not profit-mak­
ing  organizations, and  the rewards for excellence 
in  the m ilitary profession are acquired in  less tan ­
gible forms. T h u s it is th a t prom otion and the 
responsibilities of higher com m and, w ith  the related 
fringe benefits of quarters, servants, privileges, and  
prestige, m otivate most career officers. Prom otions 
and choice job  opportunities are atta ined  by con­
stantly perform ing well, conform ing to the expect­
ed patterns, and  pleasing the senior officers. P ro­
m otions and  awards also frequently result from 
heroic and  distinguished perform ance in  combat, 
and  it takes a w ar to become a m ilitary  hero. 
Civilians can scarcely understand or even believe 
tha t m any am bitious m ilitary professionals truly 
yearn for wars and  the opportunities for glory and  
distinction afforded only in  combat. A career of 
peacetim e duty is a du ll and  frustrating  prospect 
for the norm al regular officer to contem plate.

T h e  professional m ilitary leaders of the U.S. 
Arm ed Forces have some additional m otivations 
which influence their readiness to involve their 
country in  m ilitary ventures. U nlike some of the 
civilian policy-makers, the m ilitary has not been 
obsessed with the th reat of Com m unism  per se. 
Most m ilitary people know very little  about Com ­
m unism  either as a doctrine or as a form of gov­
ernm ent. B ut they have been given reason enough 
to presume that it is bad and  represents the force 
of evil. W hen they can identify “Com m unist ag­
gression,” however, the m atter then becomes of 
direct concern to the arm ed forces. Aggressors are 
the enemy in the war games, the “bad guys,” the 
“Reds.” D efeating aggression is a gigantic combat-

area com petition ra th e r th an  a crusade to save the 
world from Com m unism . In  the m ilitary  view, all 
“C om m unist aggression” is certain  to be in te r­
preted as a th rea t to the U n ited  States.

T h e  arm ed forces’ role in  perform ing  its p art 
of the national security policy—in  ad d itio n  to de­
fense against actual d irect a ttack  on the U nited  
States and  to m ain ta in in g  the strategic atom ic cle- 
terren t forces—is to be p rep ared  to em ploy its 
General Purpose Forces in  sup p o rt of o u r collective 
security policy and  the re la ted  treaties an d  a lli­
ances. T o  do this it  deploys certain  forces to for­
ward zones in  the U nified Com m ands, and  m ain­
tains an up-to-date file of scores of deta iled  con­
tingency plans which have been thrashed  o u t and 
approved by the Jo in t Chiefs of Staff. Im p o rtan t 
features of these are the m ovem ent or deploym ent 
schedules of task forces assigned to each p lan , d  he 
various details of these plans con tinue to create 
intense rivalries between the N avy-M arine sea-lift 
forces and the Army-Air Force team  of air-m obility  
proponents. A t the senior com m and levels p aro ­
chial pride in service, personal am bitions, an d  old 
Army-Navy game rivalry  stem m ing back to academ y 
loyalties can influence strategic p lan n in g  far m ore 
than most civilians w ould care to believe. 1 he game 
is to be ready for deploym ent sooner th an  the o ther 
elements of the jo in t task force and  to be so dis­
posed as to be the “ first to fight.” T h e  danger 
presented by this practice is th a t readiness an d  de­
ploym ent speed becom e ends in  themselves, d  his 
was clearly revealed in  the massive and  rap id  in te r­
vention in  the D om inican R epub lic  in  1965 when 
the contingency plans an d  interservice rivalry  ap­
peared to supersede diplom acy. Before the w orld 
realized w hat was happen ing , the m om entum  and  
velocity of the m ilitary  plans propelled  alm ost 
20,000 U.S. soldiers and  M arines in to  the small 
tu rb u len t repub lic  in  an  im pressive race to test the 
respective m obility of the A rm y and  the M arines, 
and to a tta in  overall com m and of “ U.S. Forces 
Dorn. R ep.” Only a fraction of the force deployed 
was needed or justified. A  sm all 1935-model M arine 
landing  force coidd probably  have hand led  the sit­
uation. B ut the Arm y airlifted  m uch of the 82nd 
A irborne Division to the scene, included  a lieu ten ­
an t general, and took charge of the operation .

Sim ultaneously, in  V ietnam  d u rin g  1965 l îe f°y r 
services were racing to b u ild  u p  com bat strength  in  
that hapless country. T h is  effort was ostensibly to 
save South V ietnam  from  Viet C ong and  N orth  
Vietnam ese aggression. I t  should also be no ted  th a t 
it was m otivated in  p art by the same o ld  in te r­
service rivalry to  dem onstrate respective im p o rt­
ance and  com bat effectiveness.

T h e  punitive air strikes im m ediately follow ing 
the T o n k in  G ulf incident in late 1964 revealed the
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readiness of naval air forces to bom b N orth  Viet­
nam. (It now appears tha t the Navy actually 
had  attack plans ready even before the alleged in ­
cident took place!) So by early 1965 the Navy 
carrier people and  the A ir Force in itia ted  a contest 
of com parative strikes, sorties, tonnages dropped, 
“K illed by A ir’’ claims, and target g rabbing which 
continued up  to the 1968 bom bing pause. M uch 
of the reporting  on air action has consisted of mis­
leading data or propaganda to serve A ir Force and 
Navy purposes. In  fact, it became increasingly ap­
paren t th a t the U.S. bom bing effort in  bo th  N orth  
and  South V ietnam  has been one of the most 
wasteful an d  expensive hoaxes ever to be p u t over 
on the A m erican people. T actical and  close air 
support of g round  operations is essential, b u t air 
power use in  general has to a large degree been a 
contest for the operations planners, “fine experi­
ence” for young pilots, and  opportun ity  for career 
officers.

T h e  highly trained professional and  aggressive 
career officers of the Army and  M arine Corps played 
a sim ilar game. P rio r to the decision to send com bat 
un its to South Vietnam  in  early 1965, bo th  services 
were striving to increase their involvem ent. T h e  
Army already had  over 16,000 m ilitary  aid  person­
nel serving in  South V ietnam  in  the m ilitary  ad­
viser role, in  train ing  missions, logistic services, 
supporting  helicopter companies, and  in  Special 
Forces teams. T h is  investm ent of m en and m ateriel 
justified a requirem ent for additional U.S. com bat 
units to provide local security and  to help protect 
our growing com m itm ent of aid  to the South Viet­
nam  regime.

T h ere  were also top-ranking Army officers who 
w anted to project Army ground  com bat units into 
the V ietnam  struggle for a variety of o ther reasons; 
to test jilans an d  new equipm ent, to test the new 
air-m obile theories and tactics, to try the tactics 
and  techniques of counterinsurgency, and to gain 
com bat experience for young officers and noncom ­
m issioned officers. I t  also appeared to be a case of 
the m ilitary 's duty  to stop “Com m unist aggression” 
in  Vietnam .

T„ . M arines had somewhat sim ilar m otivations, 
the least of w hich was any real concern abou t the 
political or social problems of the Vietnamese peo­
ple. In  early 1965 there was a shooting war going 
on and the M arines were being left ou t of it, con­
trary to all their traditions. T h e  Arm y’s m ilitary 
advisory people were hogging Am erican partic ipa­
tion—except for a M arine Corps transport heli­
copter squadron at Danang which was helping the 
Army of the R epublic of V ietnam . For several years 
young M arine officers had been going to South

Vietnam  from the 3rd M arine Division on Oki­
nawa for short tours of “on-the-job training" with 
the small South Vietnam  M arine Corps. T here was 
a growing concern, however, am ong some senior 
Marines that the Corps should get involved on a 
larger scale and be the “first to fight” in  keeping 
w ith the Corps’s traditions. T his would help justify 
the Corps’s continued existence, which many Ma­
rines seem to consider to be in  constant jeopardy.

T h e  Corps had also spent several years exploring 
the theories of counterinsurgency and as early as 
1961 had developed an elaborate lecture-demon­
stration called o per a tio n  co r m o ra n t , for school 
and M arine Corps prom otion purposes, which de­
picted the M arines conducting a large-scale am­
phibious operation on the coast of Vietnam  and 
thereby helping resolve a hypothetical aggressor- 
insurgency problem. As always it was im portant to 
M arine planners and doctrinaires to apply an am­
phibious operation to the Vietnam  situation and 
provide justification for this special M arine func­
tional responsibility. So M arine planners were seek­
ing an acceptable excuse to th rust a landing force 
over the beaches of V ietnam  when the Viet Cong 
attacked the U.S. Army Special Forces camp at 
Pleiku in  February, 1965. It was considered unac­
ceptable aggression, and  the President was thereby 
prom pted to p u t U.S. g round com bat units into the 
war. Elements of the 3rd M arine Division at Oki­
nawa were already aboard ship and eager to go, 
for the M arines also in tended  to get to Vietnam  
before their neighbor on Okinawa, the Army’s 173rd 
A irborne Brigade, arrived. (Actually the initial 
M arine u n it to deploy was an airlifted antiaircraft 
missile ba tta lion  which arrived to protect the Da­
nang air base.) W ith  these in itial deployments the 
Army-M arine race to bu ild  forces in  Vietnam  began 
in  earnest and did  not slow down un til both became 
overextended, overcommitted, and depleted at 
home.

For years up  to 1964 the chiefs of the armed 
services, of whom tire au thor was then one, deemed 
it unnecessary and unwise for U.S. forces to become 
involved in any ground war in Southeast Asia. 
In  1964 there were changes in the composition of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and in a m atter of a few 
m onths the Johnson A dm inistration, encouraged 
by the aggressive m ilitary, hastened into what has 
become the quagm ire of Vietnam. T he in tention 
at the time was that the war effort be kept small 
and “lim ited.” But as the m om entum  and in­
volvement bu ilt up, the m ilitary leaders ra tion­
alized a case that this was not a limited-objective 
exercise, bu t was a proper war in defense of the 
U nited  States against “Com m unist aggression” and  
in honor of our area commitments.

T h e  battle successes and heroic exploits of Amer-
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ica’s fine young fighting m en have added to the 
m ilitary’s traditions which extol service, bravery, 
and sacrifice, and  so it has somehow become u n ­
patrio tic to question our m ilitary  strategy and tac­
tics or the motives of m ilitary  leaders. Actually, 
however, the m ilitary commanders have directed 
the war in Vietnam , they have m anaged the details 
of its conduct; and m ore than  most civilian offi­
cials, the top m ilitary planners were initially ready 
to become involved in Vietnam  com bat and have 
the opportun ity  to practice their trade. It has been 
popular to blame the civilian adm inistration for 
the conduct and  failures of the war ra ther than  to 
question the motives of the m ilitary. B ut some of 
the generals and  adm irals are by no m eans w ithout 
responsibility for the V ietnam  miscalculations.

Some of the credibility difficulties experienced 
by the Johnson A dm inistration over its war situa­
tion reports and  Vietnam  policy can also be blam ed 
in part upon the m ilitary advisers. By its very na­
ture most m ilitary activity falls u nder various de­
grees of security classification. M uch th a t the m ili­
tary plans or does m ust he kept from the enemy. 
T hus the m ilitary is indoctrinated  to  be secretive, 
devious, and m isleading in  its plans and  operations. 
I t  does not, however, always confine its security 
restrictions to purely m ilitary  operations. Each of 
the services and  all of the m ajor commands prac­
tice techniques of controlling the news and the re­
lease of self-serving propaganda: in  “ the interests 
of national defense,” to make the service look good, 
to cover up  mistakes, to b u ild  up  and publicize a 
distinguished m ilitary  personality, or to w in a 
round  in the continuous gam esm anship of the in­
terservice contest. If the Johnson A dm inistration 
suffered from lack of credibility in its reporting  of 
the war, the tru th  w ould reveal th a t m uch of the 
hocus-pocus stem m ed from schemers in  the m ilitary 
services, bo th  at home and  abroad.

o u r  m ilitaristic culture was born  of the necessi­
ties of W orld W ar II, n u rtu red  by the Korean W ar, 
and  became an accepted aspect of Am erican life 
during  the years of cold war emergencies and real 
or im agined threats from the Com m unist bloc. 
Both the philosophy and the institu tions of m ili­
tarism grew during  these years because of the m o­
m entum  of their own dynamism, the vigor of their 
ideas, their large size and scope, and because of the 
dedicated concentration of the em ergent m ilitary 
leaders upon  their doctrinal objectives. T he dy­
namism of the defense establishm ent and its cu lture

is also inspired and  stim ulated  by vast am ounts of 
money, by the new creations of m ilitary  research 
and  m atdriel developm ent, and  by the concepts of 
the Defense D epartm ent-supported  “ th in k  facto­
ries.” T hese latter are extravagantly  funded  civilian 
organizations of scientists, analysts, and  re tired  
m ilitary strategists who feed new m ilitaristic philos­
ophies into the Defense D epartm ent to help  b road ­
en the views of the single service doctrinaires, to 
create fresh policies and  new requirem ents for ever 
larger, m ore expensive defense forces.

Somewhat like a religion, the basic appeals of 
anti-Gom m unism, national defense, and patrio tism  
provide the foundation  for a pow erful creed up o n  
which the defense establishm ent can build , grow, 
and  justify its cost. M ore so th an  m any large 
bureaucratic organizations, the defense establish­
m ent now devotes a large share of its efforts to 
self-perpetuation, to justifying its organizations, to 
preaching its doctrines, and  to self-m aintenance and  
m anagem ent. W arfare becomes an  extension of w ar 
games and field tests. W ar justifies the existence of 
the establishm ent, provides experience for the m ili­
tary novice and  challenges for the senior officer. 
W ars and emergencies p u t the m ilitary  an d  their 
leaders on the fron t pages and  give status and  
prestige to the professionals. W ars add to the  m ili­
tary traditions, the self-nourishm ent of heroic deeds, 
and provide a new crop of m ilitary  leaders who 
become the rededicated  disciples of the code of 
service and  m ilitary  action. Being recognized pub lic  
figures in  a nation  always seeking folk heroes, the 
m ilitary  leaders have been largely exem pt from  the 
criticism experienced by the m ore p lebeian  p o liti­
cian. F lag officers are considered “experts,” an d  
their views are often accepted by press an d  C on­
gress as the gospel. In  tu rn , the d istinguished  m ili­
tary leader feels obliged n o t only to p erp e tu a te  
loyally the doctrine of his service b u t to com ply 
w ith  the stereotyped m ilitary  characteristics by be­
ing tough, aggressive, and  firm in  his resistance to 
C om m unist aggression and  his belief in  the m ilitary  
solutions to w orld problem s. S tanding  closely be­
h in d  these leaders, encouraging  an d  p ro m p tin g  
them , are the rich  and  pow erful defense industries. 
S tanding in front, adorned  w ith  service caps, r ib ­
bons, and  lapel em blem s, is a n a tio n  of veterans— 
patriotic, belligerent, rom antic, and  well in ten- 
tioned, finding a certain  sub lim ation  an d  excite­
m ent in  their country’s latest m ilitary  venture. M ili­
tarism  in Am erica is in  fu ll bloom  and  prom ises a 
fu tu re of vigorous self-pollination—unless the b ligh t 
of V ietnam  reveals th a t m ilitarism  is m ore a 
poisonous weed than  a glorious blossom.

The opinions contained herein are the private ones of the author and are not to be con­
strued as official or reflecting the views of the Navy Department or the naval service at large.
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