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The election of Donald Trump for a second term as president led many scholars and 

commentators to worry about the future of the relationship between the military, political leaders, 

and American society—an area known as civil-military relations. Scholars worried that the 

military would be unnecessarily politicized and forced to conduct domestic missions that it was 

both ill-equipped to perform and were deeply unpopular with its members. These fears appeared 

to be confirmed with the nomination and confirmation of television personality Pete Hegseth as 

Secretary of Defense, the high-profile firings of senior military officers deemed too supportive of 

Biden-era policies, and the public display of partisan rhetoric on military bases. 

 

In some respects, Trump’s second term appears to be a continuation and acceleration of 

already-troubling trends in the politicization of the military. Yet when taken in total, the effect is 

qualitatively different, and far more personal in nature. Indeed, the civil-military relationship 

under Trump’s second term is one far more appropriately characterized as the personalization of 

the military. The first eight months of the second Trump administration have seen mass purges of 

general officers, new personnel protocols that examine loyalty, and initiation of missions that test 

the ethical limitations of the professional officer corps. Together, the personalization of the 

military will degrade military effectiveness, limit force readiness, and ultimately erode 

democratic institutions. 

 

Politicized Versus Personal 

 

Over the last several decades, the U.S. military has seen worrying trends in politicization. 

Retired general officers have increasingly issued high-profile endorsements of political 

candidates, effectively using their rank and prestige to influence electoral politics in the United 

States. Active Duty service members are more likely to identify as Republican or Democrat 

rather than independent or unaffiliated in surveys of the force. And political candidates 

increasingly tout their military service in campaign advertisements, oftentimes using misleading 

imagery that suggests they are implicitly endorsed by the military itself. The results have been 

predictable: public attitudes about civilian control are highly partisan, and public trust in the 

military has begun to polarize along ideological lines. Most Americans today believe that the 

military is predominantly aligned with the Republican Party, despite significant evidence that 

most of the force displays political beliefs far more reflective of American society. 

 

Trump’s first term accelerated trends in military politicization in ways that marked a clear 

break from existing trends. Early in his tenure, Trump referred to the retired officers he had 

appointed to key national security positions as “my generals.” Trump signed controversial and 

highly partisan bills, like his so-called “Muslim ban” in the Hall of Heroes—a solemn space in 

the Pentagon dedicated to honoring those who have received the Medal of Honor, the military’s 

highest honor. When Trump had Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Mark Milley, 
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dressed in fatigues, accompany him on a political photo op across Lafayette Square during the 

2020 George Floyd protests—just moments after National Guard forces had forcibly cleared 

hundreds of peaceful protestors from the square—he successfully coopted military imagery and 

personnel to appear to support his political preferences. 

 

In a testament to the resilience of civil-military norms, the Lafayette Square moment 

provoked a fierce and overwhelmingly negative response across the spectrum condemning 

Trump’s use and beliefs about the military—a response that appeared to settle many concerns 

about the degree to which military leaders would enable Trump’s worst impulses over the rest of 

the second term. Yet the Lafayette Square moment also marked a turning point for Trump. 

Whereas Trump had previously been content to coopt military imagery for political gain, the 

sharp response of the professional officer corps to Lafayette Square led Trump to see the 

professional officer corps not as a constituency to co-opt, but rather an obstacle to power. Later 

than summer, Trump and his personal allies began disparaging the senior officer corps, labeling 

them war mongers and implying that they were Democrats. Eventually, Trump and his political 

allies would spend the next four years disparaging the “woke” officer corps—implying that the 

senior officer corps was both unqualified and politically partisan, therefore in need of wholesale 

reform. 

 

Trump therefore entered office in January 2025 with a significantly different strategy for 

military engagement from his first term—one focused on remaking the institution in his own 

image. Indeed, in his second term Trump has sought not just to politicize the military, but to 

personalize the institution such that it is loyal to him alone. And while the search for personal 

loyalty is by no means unique to the military—indeed it is a defining feature of the second term 

across all of government—it is uniquely harmful to national security when applied to military 

forces. A personalized military, where the president alone commands the loyalty of the senior 

officer corps, is a deep threat not just to military effectiveness and readiness, but also to 

American democracy and the rule of law. 

 

A Personal Army 

 

To ensure personal loyalty across the services, the second term of the Trump 

administration has focused on reshaping military personnel and eroding professional ethics. 

Almost immediately upon entering office, Trump and newly confirmed Secretary of Defense 

Pete Hegseth began to purge the senior officer corps, and have fired over a dozen high ranking 

military officers including the Commandant of the Coast Guard, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff, Chief of Naval Operations, and the Chief and Vice Chief of Staff of the Air Force. Even 

more troubling, Trump has insisted the military advice and analysis hew to his political 

narrative—in just in August, Trump fired the director of the military’s top intelligence agency 

because it issued a bomb damage assessment that did not align with the administration’s political 

narrative of complete victory. These purges sent a clear signal to senior military ranks: loyalty to 

the president is paramount, even at the cost of independent military advice. 

 

The Trump administration is further using the personnel system to promote officers 

perceived to be loyal to the president. Most obviously, his nominee for Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff, General Dan “Raizin” Caine, was a retired three-star National Guard officer 
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before being selected to serve as the highest ranking uniformed military officer in the country—

an unprecedented selection that violated legal requirements on qualifications and required a 

Congressional waiver to pass. When asked about his reasoning, the president told a story about 

how, while on active duty and in a combat zone, Caine violated the Hatch Act and professional 

ethics by wearing a “MAGA” hat in the president’s presence and declaring his loyalty to the 

then-Commander-in-Chief. Whether the story was true or not (and Caine has denied it publicly), 

it nevertheless suggests that the president’s selection for the most important military post in the 

country was based more on perceived personal loyalty than any understanding of competence or 

ability to perform the job. 

 

Personal loyalty is also now easier than ever to identify. Over the summer, the 

administration revised guidance on the Hatch Act to allow public displays of support for the 

“Make America Great Again (MAGA)” movement that is central to the president’s personal 

brand, and Trump overtly disparaged his political rivals to active duty military service members 

at Ft. Bragg to the cheers of hundreds. Units are now reported to be flying “MAGA” flags during 

workouts, and speeches by political appointees in the administration now more closely resemble 

pep rallies for the president than serious announcements of policy. Overall, the second term of 

the Trump administration has featured personnel policies that have purged officers who may not 

demonstrate personal loyalty to the president, promoted those perceived to be personally loyal, 

and made it easier to identify loyalists among the ranks. 

 

The administration has further sought to personalize the military by challenging and 

removing ethical guardrails on military service members. The same night the administration fired 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen CQ Brown, they also fired the services’ top lawyers, 

known as Judge Advocates General. Policy guidance from the Office of the Secretary of Defense 

has effectively limited the amount of training and education that officers now receive on ethics, 

laws of armed conflict, and human protection—making them far more likely to commit abuses 

when placed in uncertain situations. What’s more, the administration abolished the Civilian 

Protection Center of Excellence, leaving the US military without any institutional body 

responsible for ensuring restraint and proportionality in the use of force. Overall, in just the first 

seven months of the second term, the administration has successfully and significantly degraded 

the formal structures responsible for ensuring ethical and humane behavior during war. 

 

What’s more, informal ethical guardrails are also being undermined. Professional ethics 

are a critical part of how the officer corps understands and interprets the civil-military norms that 

form the bedrock of the military’s relationship with political leaders, society, and its own service 

members. Indeed, much of military leadership is indeed about understanding how to inspire and 

lead men to risk their lives without abusing the extraordinary power over them that the military 

system requires. As leaders reach higher levels of leadership and strategy, they must also 

understand the ethical constraints that are necessary in the application and management of 

violence on the battlefield, the importance of community relations at home and abroad, and 

maintaining trust between the military and the society it serves. 

 

Yet in its second term, the Trump administration has taken significant efforts to erode 

those ethical norms through the use of “awful but lawful” orders that drive away more ethical 

and principled officers while forcing others to compromise their integrity without legal recourse. 
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Given that military officers have an obligation to obey all lawful orders, civilian leaders have a 

responsibility to use their authority judiciously so as not to abuse the extraordinary power they 

have over service members. Indeed, the regular issuance of orders that violate broad ethical and 

normative codes traditionally cherished by the profession of arms inflicts its own moral injury, 

and drives more principled leaders away from service. Domestic deployments under legally 

dubious circumstances, such as those to Los Angeles and the District of Columbia, pit military 

service members (many of them local community members themselves) against Americans at 

home. Similarly, personnel policies that discriminate against and forcibly discharge subordinates 

who have otherwise served honorably (like the new trans ban) challenge many leaders’ sense of 

responsibility toward their own people and units. What’s more, the repeated disparagement of 

long-standing allied and partnered nations and rejection of Afghan refugee settlements, when so 

many service members have and continue to work side-by-side with those same partners, force 

military leaders to deal with a deep cognitive dissonance that pits institutional loyalty to the 

president against earned loyalty toward friends and partners. 

 

What is left are officers who are either comfortable with being given morally 

objectionable orders or those who are so ethically compromised that they find it difficult to lead 

with integrity. And when the officer corps’ professional ethics have eroded, it makes it easier for 

civilians to further abuse power and issue orders—both ethically and legally dubious—that will 

go unchallenged. 

 

Effects and Implications 

 

The implications of the administration’s actions on national security are profound. 

Personalization of the military almost always reduces effectiveness, hinders military readiness, 

and erodes democratic principles and trust institutions. Together, these effects will create 

generational difficulties for the U.S. military and national security that will require dedicated 

legislative efforts to counteract. 

 

The most immediate effects of personalization will be on military effectiveness and 

readiness, as the ongoing purges of senior leaders and promotion of officers based on politically 

loyalty reduce the ability of military leaders to offer professional and objective military advice. 

The inability to speak truth to power—one of the cornerstones of professional and effective 

military advice—will necessarily compromise the quality of decision-making about international 

relations and damage strategic assessment. Military leaders will lose legitimacy as well as 

officers are increasingly promoted based on loyalty over competence, and increasingly devoid of 

ethical constraints. This will eventually result in units unprepared to engage in the kind of 

complex, joint operations that are necessarily to compete against Chinese and Russian forces. 

Like personalized militaries around the world, a personalized U.S. military will be less effective 

both in its planning and execution. 

 

The personalization of the force also threatens readiness—in particular the ability of the 

United States military to recruit and retain high quality service members. Most service members, 

when asked about why they join, cite the pay and benefits, in addition to the sense of pride and 

patriotism they gain from serving their country. When asked why they stay, most service 

members cite the deep sense of pride in the mission of the military. Yet as the force becomes 
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increasingly divorced from the professionalism that ensures trust between service members, and 

increasingly used for missions that are both ethically problematic and not central to the core 

responsibilities of the US military, service members will have fewer reasons to both join the 

military and stay. What’s more, those that do choose to join, despite (or because of) the kinds of 

missions and cultural environment created by a personalized force, will do further long-term 

damage to the reputation and professionalism of the force. 

 

Finally, a personalized force is deeply dangerous to constitutional principles of civilian 

control of the military, which divides power between Congress and the president. As Trump’s 

second term has increasingly personalized the military, it erodes their sense of obligation to other 

branches of government capable of exerting oversight. This is not the first time in history we 

have seen this threat; Andrew Jackson famously used a pre-professional Army to defy a Supreme 

Court order and forcibly removed tens of thousands of Native Americans on what is now known 

as the “Trail of Tears.” The moment in history remains a black mark on the history of the 

American Army that it has yet to fully reckon with; as the force becomes increasingly 

personalized and less professional, we risk similar moments of defiance in favor of a president 

exercising sole control over the military—a scenario the founding fathers were expressly and 

deeply concerned about. 

 

The solutions for these troubling trends require the formalization and codification of 

many of the informal civil-military norms that the second Trump administration have sought to 

break down. In particular, Congress must assert its authority as the primary seat of power in the 

United States. It must hold the president to laws that already place experience requirements on 

specific military positions, and hold public hearings for all senior military officers selected to 

replace those fired from their positions. During testimony, senior officers should be made to sign 

affidavits confirming their allegiance to Congressional oversight, and obligation to comply with 

court orders. What’s more, they should be asked questions about their ethical obligations as 

senior leaders in the profession of arms. 

 

Legislatively, Congress must demand increased transparency, including creating public 

reporting requirements for recruitment and retention numbers. They must fix the loopholes in the 

Insurrection Act and US Code 12406 that grant sweeping emergency powers to the president 

without oversight. They might also mandate that the relief of officers at the three- and four-star 

level must come with Senate consent, except during times of war, in order to strengthen the 

incentives of military officers to offer objective military advice. Congress must also strengthen 

the Hatch Act and include more severe punishments within UCMJ for display of partisan and 

political loyalty. They should further strengthen civil-military norms by writing in increased 

educational requirements for officers considered for Brigade Command and above, including 

increased ethics and civil-military relations education. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In just seven months, the second term of the Trump administration has taken a 

dramatically different approach to military policy and personnel than its first term. Rather than 

attempting to politicize and coopt the military into supporting his partisan agenda, Trump has 

instead sought to create a personal Army that is incentivized to demonstrate loyalty to him rather 
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than the checks and balances laid out in the constitution. This will not only weaken military 

effectiveness and readiness, but poses deep risks to US democracy and civilian control of the 

military. 


