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civil-military
strain
have
seldom
entered
the
American
psyche.

In
antiquity,
republics
routinely
succumbed
to the
praetorian
impulses
of

their
militaries.
The
American
Founders,
keen
students
of

history,
were
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deeply
attentive
to this
danger,
SO

much

so that
they
often
seemed
more
intent
on
restraining
military
power
than

on
creating
a force
sufficient
to
defend
their
new
nation.
America’s
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dearth

of

ready
examples
makes

the

current
climate

of

highly
contested
civil-military
norms

all the

more
disconcerting.
Controversies
over

the
increasing
politicization
of the

force,
coupled

with

the

lingering
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effects

of a
multi-year
recruiting
Crisis,
have

lent
renewed
urgency
to
questions
of
civil-military
control
that

were

once
confined
largely

to
academic
debate.

In The
State

and

the
Soldier,
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Kori

Schake
adds

context

to our
present
environment
through

a

survey

of key
moments
in the
history

of
American
civil-military
relations.

Schake’s
work,
whose
title is
an
inversion
of
Samuel
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Huntington’s
1957

tome

The

Soldier

and

the

State,
challenges
one of

the
touchstones
of the
civil-military
canon.
Rather
than
treating
civilian

and
military
spheres

as

neatly
separable,
as
Huntington
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advocates,
Schake
shows

that

the
relationship
between
the

two

has

always
been
deeply
intertwined,
and
rightfully
so. Her
account
emphasizes
not
military
autonomy,
but

the
necessity
of

strong
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civilian
control
over

the
armed
forces.

At its
core,

the

book
seeks

to

explain
how

the
United
States

has
avoided
the

fate

that so
concerned
the
Founders.
More
specifically,
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Schake
argues

that
American
civil-military
relations
have
remained
stable

not

because
tension

was

absent,

but
because
generations
of

civilian

and
military
leaders
gradually
constructed
norms

and
institutions
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capable

of
containing
it. The
episodes
she
surveys
collectively
tell the
story

of how
those
arrangements
developed
and
enabled
the

United
States

to
maintain
civilian
control
despite
repeated
moments
of
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strain
and
contestation.

The

book
largely
reads

as an
entertaining
and
informative
reference
text,
helpfully
collating
examples
and
providing
pertinent
information
for

curious
readers.
Schake
subtly
persuades
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by
presenting
her
chosen
cases,
giving
overwhelming
evidence
of
military
and
civilian
leaders
testing

the
bounds
of
civil-military
control
and
instituting
new
norms

in the
wake

of
moments
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of
tension.
However,
at the
end of
her
historical
narrative,
Schake
turns
explicitly
to the
issues
of
today
and to
the
broader
scholarly
debate.
It is
here
that
threads
introduced
earlier
in the
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text

are

woven
together

to

create

a

narrative
that

risks
leaving
average
readers
with

an
incomplete
understanding
of

both

the
balanced
nature

of the
civil-military
relationship
and

the
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dangers
of the
current
moment
(a
takeaway
that

does

not

seem

to
perfectly
align
with
Schake’s
more
recent
writings
on
today’s
civil-military
environment).

Before

her

turn to
modernity,
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Schake
offers

a

highly
accessible
and

robust
accounting
of

major
civil-military
episodes
from

the
American
Founding
through
the

wars

in Iraq
and
Afghanistan.
She

ranges
from
lauding
George
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Washington
for his
careful
deference
to

civilian
authority
to
defending
Colin
Powell’s
unusually
expansive
role as
Chairman
of the
Joint
Chiefs

of

Staff.

In the
interregnum,
she
lambasts
Andrew
Jackson’s
unconstitutional
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machinations
in the
War of
1812,
parses
the
importance
of the
Posse
Comitatus
Act,

and
marvels
at
Franklin
Delano
Roosevelt’s
ability

to
manage
generals
during
WWII.

In so
doing,
Schake
illustrates
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that
civil-military
relations

in the
United
States

have

been

far

more
dynamic
and
negotiated
rather
than
governed
by a
static,
consistent
understanding
of

norms

and
regulations.

Schake
leans
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heavily
on
individuals
to
animate
this
history,

a

choice
which
works
well to
humanize
complex
debates
and
provide
readers
with

an
interior
look at
the
relationships
between
civilian
authority
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and
military
leadership
over

time.

Yet

taken
together,
these
episodes
accumulate
into a
distinctly
leader-centric
account
of
civil-military
relations,
one in
which

the
institutions
in
question
appear

to be
tested
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and
preserved
largely
through
actions

of a
few
“great”
men
rather
than
through
their

own
inherent
institutional
resilience.
To Dbe
sure,
Schake

is

hardly
alone

in
emphasizing
the

role of
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extraordinary
statesmen
and
commanders.
In fact,

one of

the

virtues

of the
book

is its
ability

to
illuminate
how
individual
decisions
shaped
institutional
development.
However,
this

focus

raises

a

difficult
question:
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although
both
institutional
design

and
political
leadership
are
essential

to

healthy
civil-military
relations,
which
ultimately
bears

the

greater
burden

of
preserving
them:

the
resilience
of the
institutions
themselves
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or the
prudence
of the
civilian
leaders
who
oversee
them?
If the
latter,
the
durability
of
those
arrangements
becomes
far less
certain.
As

Eliot
Cohen
alludes
to in
his
seminal
text
Supreme
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Command,
although
without

a
satisfactory
solution,
civil-military
relations
must

be able

to
persevere
in the
absence
of

genius.

A
framework
that

relies
implicitly
on the
presence
of

great

men

risks
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treating
exceptional
leadership
as a
substitute
for
durable
design.

If

stability
depends
on
prudence
rather
than
structure,
then
breakdown
becomes

a

matter

of

when,

not if.

The
historical
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framework
that
highlights
the

virtues

of

great

men

also

shapes
Schake’s
interpretation
of the
present
moment.
Her
narrative
stresses
the

fact

that
civil-military
relations
are

often
under
tension,
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which

can

lead
uncareful
readers

to

conclude
that

today

is

another
example

in a

long

line of
moments

of
civil-military
friction
rather

than

an
exceptionally
alarming
series

of
norm-violating
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events.
In
response
to
President
Trump’s
decision
to
dismiss
senior
military
leaders
in the
first
month
of his
second
term,
Schake
emphasizes
that
officers
serve

at the
pleasure
of the
president
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and
equates
Trump’s
dismissals
to

those
made

by
Lincoln,
Truman,
and
Obama.
Yet

these
cases

are not
on

equal
footing.
Schake’s
own
earlier
recounting
demonstrates
that

these
historical
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dismissals
were
grounded

in

clear
justifications,
such

as
insubordination
or

ineptitude.
By

contrast,

no
comparably
clear
rationale

has

emerged

to

explain
President
Trump’s
actions.
While

Schake
acknowledges
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that

the
administration
is
“poised
to
squander
an
enormous
amount
of
military
talent,”
she
nevertheless
reassures
that

“the
bench

of

talent

in the
American
military
is very
deep.”
For an
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analysis
SO
attentive
to the
importance
of
individual
actors,
this
reassurance
comes

too

easily

and

raises

a

glaring
question
of how
many
firings
are too
many?

At

what
point
have
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we
effectively
squandered
the

deep
bench?
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deeper view of the best that is being
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thought and said in law, politics and
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Schake
herself
appears
less
reassured
than
readers
might
infer
from
the
book
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alone.
As the
number
of
ousted
flag

and
general
officers
has
grown
since
The
State
and

the
Soldier
went

to

press,
her
public
commentary
has
become
more
concerned
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with

the

erosion

of
long-standing
civil-military
norms.
While

she
maintains
her
confidence
in the
military’s
“deep
bench,”

the
program
she

leads

at AEI

Nnow

hosts a
Military
Ouster

and
Replacement
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Tracker,
a

project
that
shines

a
spotlight
on the
ongoing
removals.

Without
the
additional
context
of her
ongoing
commentary,
the
book’s
gloss

on the
current
state

of play
elides

a more
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pressing
concern:
what
effect
might
such
actions
have

on the
willingness
of

general
officers

to

uphold
civil-military
norms?
Even if

the

formal
structure
of the
relationship
remains
unchanged,
the
cumulative
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effect

of
executive
signaling
may

be to
discourage
dissent,
narrow
offered
advice,
and
erode
norms
that
Schake
shows
have
been
carefully
built
over

250
years.

By
placing
highly

https://lawliberty.org/book-review/when-statesmen-command-soldiers/ Page 46 of 76



When Statesmen Command Soldiers — Ayla McBreen 6/12/26, 5:30 PM

irregular
contemporary
decisions
alongside
superficially
similar
historic
precedents
without
sufficiently
distinguishing
their
underlying
conditions,
Schake

risks
flattening
meaningful
differences.
Some

of her
comparisons
are
particularly
strained

by the

vast
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differences
separating
the
contemporary
military
from

the
military
of the
eighteenth
or
nineteenth
centuries.
This
becomes
especially
important
due to
her
emphasis
on the
role of
exceptional
leaders.
Figures
such

as
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Grant

did

not
emerge

in
isolation;
they

were
products
of
particular
professional
norms
and
institutional
cultures.
If

those
cultures
help
produce
the

very
leaders
Schake
admires,
then
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the
political
conditions
under
which
they
develop
deserve
greater
attention
than

the

book
affords
them,

and

the
implications
of an
energetic
and
intrusive
executive
become
more
concerning.
A
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political
environment
that
intimidates
senior
officers
may

not

only

affect
present
decision-making
but

also

alter

the
conditions
under
which
future
leaders

are

formed.

This
points
to a
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broader
question:
can a
civil-military
Crisis
emerge
from
civilian
disregard
for the
norms

that
structure
the
relationship
rather

than
military
insubordination?
As

scholars
such

as

Alice

Hunt
Friend

have
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argued,

the

health

of
civil-military
relations
depends

on

civilian
restraint

as well

as

military
obedience.
Schake
identifies
two

essential
requirements
for

healthy
civil-military
relations:
first,

that
presidents
can
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fire
military
leaders
with
impunity,
and
second,
that

the
military
faithfully
executes
civilian-determined
policies
to the
best of
their
abilities.
Both

of

these
requirements
are
focused
on the
military’s
response
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to

civilian
actions.
For a
scholar
who
positions
herself
largely

in
opposition
to

Samuel
Huntington,
Schake
nevertheless
follows

in his
intellectual
wake

by
privileging
the
military’s
sphere

of
influence
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over
its

civilian
overseers’
interactions
with

the
institution.
Huntington’s
framework
helped

to
socialize
the

norm

of an
apolitical
military,
but it
also
directed
much

of the
subsequent
scholarship
toward
one
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side of

the
relationship.
In

doing

so, the
literature
has

too

often
sidestepped
the

crucial

role of
politics

in

shaping
civil-military
relations.

Schake’s
recent
writings
point
toward
a
broader
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understanding
of
civil-military
relations
than

the

one
emphasized
in the
book.
Rather

than
focusing
primarily
on

military
obedience,
she

has
increasingly
highlighted
the

ways
civilian
actors

can

degrade
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the
relationship
by
politicizing
military
institutions,
narrowing
professional
education,
or

using

the

armed
forces

for
partisan
purposes.
In an
article

for The
Atlantic,
she

went

so far

as to
argue

that
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“far

more

than

their
predecessors,”
contemporary
civilian
leaders

have
“traduced
the
once-firm
line
between
politics

and

the
military.”
These
concerns

sit
comfortably
alongside
Hunt
Friend’s
critique.
Schake’s
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commentary
reflects

a

greater

sense

of

urgency
about
contemporary
civil-military
tensions
than

readers

will

likely

infer

from

the

book

alone.

This is

not
necessarily

a
contradiction.
Rather,

it
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suggests
that
subsequent
events
have
tested

the
reassuring
historical
framework
that
animates
much

of the
book.

If The
State

and

the

Soldier
teaches
readers

to
appreciate
the
resilience
of
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American
civil-military
norms,
Schake’s
more

recent
writing
serves

as a
reminder
that
resilience

1S not

the

same

thing

as
invulnerability.

In her
book,
Schake

is
intensely
aware

of the
debates
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animating
the

field
today.
She
distances
herself
from
contemporaries
such

as

Mara
Karlin,
Richard
Kohn,
Peter
Feaver,
and
Heidi
Urben,
arguing
that
concerns
of
degraded
civilian
control
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and
increasing
military
influence
on

policy

are
“‘overworked.”
Schake

is

more
concerned
by the
military
being
“buffeted
ceaselessly
by

civilian
politics”
and
emphasizes
that it
cannot

be
responsible
for
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preserving
democracy.
This

position

is

admirable
and

correct.

Yet it

is

difficult

to see

how

the
contemporary
military

can be
meaningfully
separated
from

its

political
environment
when

that
environment
increasingly
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presses
upon

it. In
Michael

A.
Robinson’s
formulation,
the

use of

the
military

as a
political
“prop”

in

passive
politicization,
whereby
the
military
does

not

change
behavior
but is
perceived
to be
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partisan,
alters

how
observers
perceive
and

engage
with

the
institution.
This

has
potential
downstream
effects

on its
use,
recruitment,
and

public
trust.

The
military

is a
political
institution
and
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cannot
be set
aside
and
insulated
from
political
maelstroms
while
debates
are
resolved.
We
should
not
assume
that
military
professionalism
IS SO
durable
and
sacrosanct
that it
can
survive
passive
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politicization
without

real
consequences
on the
character

of the

force.

The

State

and

the
Soldier
succeeds
as a
lucid

and
engaging
account
of
American
civil-military
history,
offering
readers

a
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valuable
compendium
of key
episodes.
Schake
demonstrates
persuasively
that
American
civil-military
relations
have
survived
repeated
periods

of

strain

and
adaptation.
Yet her

own

recent
commentary
suggests

that

history’s
reassuring
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lessons
may

not be
sufficient
to
understand
the

present
moment.
The
question
confronting
readers

is not
whether
American
civil-military
relations
have
endured
past

crises,

but
whether
the

norms

that
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sustained
them

can
withstand
the
pressures
Nnow
being
placed
upon
them,

a

concern
that
Schake
herself
appears
increasingly
unwilling
to
dismiss.
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