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To Lieutenant Colonel Ed Doyle, US Army, who inspired me to join the Army; and to my grandfather, Lieutenant Colonel Charles E. Rice, USMC



PREFACE


The Army that I entered as a second lieutenant during President Obama’s initial years in office was nothing like the Army I left in late 2015. It was smaller, less-equipped, and struggled to maintain its vehicles and aircraft. Sequestration—the deep and broad cuts in defense spending imposed by the Budget Control Act of 2011—and the massive personnel cuts ordered by President Obama provoked a readiness crisis that received, fortunately, a great deal of attention. I lived through it myself. For several months in 2013, at the height of sequestration, my unit was told not to use our vehicles during training because we lacked the funds to repair them if they broke down. We deployed to Afghanistan the following year well aware that we could never recover those lost training hours.

But the lasting readiness crisis is not the disrepair into which our planes, ships, and armored vehicles have fallen. Those problems, as real and grave as they are, can be remedied by a series of appropriations bills that prioritize necessary programs over congressional pet projects and pork-barrel spending. No, the lasting readiness crisis is the priority that has been given to progressive hobbyhorses over the needs of ground soldiers, and it is the continuing result of the Obama administration’s eight-year social engineering campaign against our armed forces. The effects of this campaign are often hidden from the public, partly because they are harder to quantify than troop levels or combat-ready brigades and partly because only a narrow sliver of society experiences them directly. But the progressive policies of the Obama era, if unreversed, (and halfway through the Trump era, they have not been fully reversed), pose a greater long-term threat to the readiness of our armed forces than any budget cut. They will continue to undermine readiness long after we rebuild the manpower of our hollowed-out force and return to a pre-2009 training tempo.

The troubling policies discussed in this book reach the very core of our military. They invert the traditional military ethos, placing the affirmation of individual identity above the needs of the unit. They shift the military’s resources and focus away from the central task of preparing for and winning wars. And because they continue to receive support in spite of their damage to combat readiness, they suggest that the military has a new purpose. These policies were not imposed overnight or unintentionally. Throughout his two terms of office, President Obama appointed hard-left ideologues to some of the most influential national security positions. Some of these figures are well known, others less so. But all of them played a role in shaping the military as it now stands. This book tells that story.

To be sure, veterans—and for that matter, most active service members more than six months removed from boot camp—are notorious for lamenting the “softness” of the current force and recalling the harder standards of the “old days.” I pray that this book—and the service members it quotes—will not be viewed in that light. This is not a rant about the glory days. I offer a comprehensive discussion of purposeful, monumental changes to the military’s culture. I examine policies set by persons who had no business setting military policy and had no idea what damage they were inflicting.

Certainly, progressive social policies are not the only contributors to the readiness crisis. A broken acquisition system and rigid promotion timelines, for instance, play a role. So do cultural and demographical changes: how do you maintain performance standards when 71 percent of millennials are not even eligible to join the military because they are obese, have criminal records, or lack a high school diploma or GED?1 But some of those problems have been around for decades and are categorically distinct from the problems I write about; the others are the products of broader societal trends that are outside the scope of this book. It is important, however, to keep these other issues in mind as you read those discussed in this book, as they are the backdrop against which changes to the military’s culture and policies are being made.

The issues I discuss in this book, moreover, are the subjects of some of the most contentious debates of our era, though they are among the least understood by the general public. It is all the more difficult to discuss these changes openly and honestly because the military is now manned by a tiny fraction of American society and military bases are often far from population centers, keeping much of the country in the dark about the damage these policy changes are doing at the ground level.

The changes I write about in this book took place during my military service, including my preparation for and deployment to eastern Afghanistan, so I am keenly aware of their effects. But this book is not a memoir. It is a cautionary work of journalism, a warning about the state of our armed forces, and an appeal to the American people to demand changes. The stakes are too high to leave these policies unchallenged.

Some of these topics are sensitive and complex. They are not easy to discuss in polite company, so many people shy away from them. Believe me, they are no easier to write about. But the well-being of our military affects the safety of every member of our society—to say nothing of the safety of the twenty-year-old soldiers we send to the battlefield—and this conversation is therefore necessary. I am not staking out a position in America’s culture war. I am simply making an assertion about the fundamental purpose of our military and forcefully arguing against any policies that are incompatible with that purpose—whatever the merits of those policies might be in other contexts. And as you will see in the chapters to come, the social engineering of the hard left is incompatible with the military’s sole mission of winning wars.

No one should think that these problems ended when Barack Obama left the White House. The disastrous effects of his policies on military readiness continue to the present day, and the longer those policies are left in place, the more damaging they become. That’s why this conversation is so necessary.

I am not arguing that the military should follow “conservative” policies and shun “liberal” policies. The men and women of our armed forces hold views that span the political spectrum. I know infantrymen who were Bernie Bros in 2016 and Apache pilots who were early Trump supporters. No, the problem with left-wing identity politics in the military is not the distinction between the “right” politics and the “wrong” politics. As former Secretary of Defense and Marine General James Mattis has pointed out, the military is “conservative” in the most traditional sense of the word—it embraces “organizational conservatism” as a fundamental principle, with an eye towards mission accomplishment above all, versus a social or fiscal conservatism.2 The problem is imposing on the military political goals of any sort instead of letting it pursue its apolitical mission.

The National Defense Authorization Act of 2017 directed the bipartisan National Defense Strategy Commission to assess the military’s ability to execute the National Defense Strategy and “examine and make recommendations with respect to the national defense strategy of the United States.”3 The commission, composed of national security experts selected by the House Armed Services Committee—half by the Democrats and half by the Republicans—issued its report in 2018.

Thomas Spoehr, a retired Army lieutenant general who directs national defense studies at the Heritage Foundation, summarizes the key conclusions of the report:

Numerous defense experts, both inside and outside of government, have been telling us the same thing for years. . . . The Air Force says it needs 386 squadrons; they have 312. And the Army states it needs 500,000 active soldiers; it has only 476,000.4

The report finished with a dire warning: “America has reached the state of a full-blown national security crisis.”5 As you read about the priorities of the Obama appointees in the Department of Defense, keep that final sentence in mind: “America has reached the state of a full-blown national security crisis.”

Public discussion of these issues is critical. The men and women of the military have no voice in this process. They are prohibited from speaking publicly about politics, have little to no money to donate, and wield precious little lobbying power. And while the draft once ensured that politicians’ treatment of the military affected the broader society (even those politicians’ own children), today’s all-volunteer forces are at the mercy of government actors who are isolated from the political consequences of their decisions. As General Mattis warned in 2016, “Having so small a military that only one half of one percent of the public will be directly affected [by changes driven by progressive social engineering] and so inattentive a public ensures that political leaders pay no real price for diminishing combat effectiveness.”6 These social justice “demands,” he added, “impose a burden the public and political leaders refuse to acknowledge and will only be evident in the aftermath of military failure.”7

I am immensely proud to have been part of the military. I can say without reservation that it was the greatest endeavor of my life so far, and I would never take it back. I loved the men and women I served with—and I still do—and I care deeply about the welfare of those still serving (who include many members of my family). The US military has always comprised the very best our country has to offer, and it still does.

We owe it to the men and women we are sending overseas on our behalf to have this conversation.

James Hasson

Houston, Texas



CHAPTER


1

FUNDAMENTAL TRANSFORMATION

“Our military has the power to lead the way—just as it has done before, driving change not only within the armed forces, but within American society as a whole. . . . So we are meeting frequently with the Pentagon’s senior civilian and military leaders to generate bold initiatives that will make a real difference.”1

—Valerie Jarrett, senior advisor to President Obama

“Do you think Russia and China and our other geopolitical enemies are spending their time on these types of social engineering polices? The answer is a deafening ‘no.’ ”

—A decorated Army infantry officer who recently resigned from active duty

On a breezy night in Missouri just before the election of 2008, Senator Barack Obama stepped up to a microphone and promised an adoring crowd that “we are five days away from fundamentally transforming the United States of America.”2 And for one very distinct segment of American society over which he would exercise nearly complete control, he kept his promise: In many ways, today’s military is almost unrecognizable from that of January 20, 2009.

This is the story of what will be President Obama’s enduring legacy: the sacrifice of the combat readiness of our armed forces to the golden calves of identity politics and progressive ideology. The chapters to come will survey the damage, including a scandalous cover-up at Army Ranger School, an Army study discussing the need to remove “hyper-masculine traits” and “paternalism” from combat-arms units, “Safe Space” stickers on professors’ doors at the Naval Academy, Air Force Academy leadership apologizing to cadets for a “microaggression” committed by a first sergeant who addressed grooming standards in an Academy-wide email, senior political appointees overruling the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and ignoring extensive evidence provided by the Marine Corps that a policy change would make Marines less effective in combat, and much more. Those chapters draw from more than forty sources ranging from generals who held senior command positions and served at the highest levels of the Pentagon to infantry company commanders at the ground level, internal documents obtained through leaks and FOIA requests, contemporaneous correspondence between key stakeholders, and open sources.

Before examining the policies the Obama administration implemented, it’s important to show just how unfamiliar most of its members were with the workings and culture of the military. It’s even more important to emphasize the sharp differences in priorities between the administration and the senior military leaders who had to answer to it. Understanding these differences is essential to understanding what happened to the military from 2009 to 2017.

We must start at the very top. I will avoid broader political controversies and focus on what led President Obama to implement some of the most destructive military policies in recent history and the lessons we must learn if we hope to avoid similar problems in the future. Barack Obama’s relations with the military were uneasy from the beginning of his presidency,3 and they never much improved. One retired general complained that the commander in chief had “no interest in getting to know the military.”4

In fact, all available evidence indicates that the president’s preconceived notions about the military were similar to what one might hear at an anti-war conference in Berkeley. During his first presidential campaign, Obama told his supporters that the military needed to have enough resources because otherwise it would just be “air-raiding villages and killing civilians.”5 In a 2008 college commencement speech encouraging graduates to “serve abroad,” Obama cited several laudable ways of serving overseas—the Peace Corps, community organizing, the United Way, “teaching folks about conservation,” and working on renewable energy, among others—but he never mentioned serving in the military.6

Unsurprisingly, the inexperienced commander in chief appointed equally inexperienced politicos to oversee the military. As in any change of administrations, differences between the incoming Obama team and the outgoing Bush administration surfaced quickly. But these differences ran much deeper than tax policies or attitudes towards labor unions. The new Obama administration was packed with far-left ideologues who neither understood nor cared to understand the military now under their control. In their minds, it was a blunt-force tool for driving broader change within society as a whole.

Obama’s choice of advisors, even those with no formal role in setting military policy, reveals much about his views of the military. Valerie Jarrett, for example, the most influential aide in the West Wing, a woman described as “ground zero in the Obama operation, the first couple’s friend and consigliere,”7 couldn’t recognize a military officer if she bumped into one. Literally. More than two years into Obama’s first term, Jarrett tapped General Peter Chiarelli on the shoulder at a reception and asked him to refill her glass of wine, mistaking the vice chief of staff of the United States Army for a waiter.8 Indeed, Jarrett generally viewed men and women in uniform as personal staff. She demanded that a military chauffeur transport her to and from the White House, even though military escorts were historically reserved for top national security advisors.9 Jarrett was so detached from the lives and concerns of service members that she posted a gaudy selfie with the actress Julia Louis-Dreyfus only a few hours after a terrorist killed four Marines and a sailor at a recruiting station in Chattanooga, Tennessee, in 2015.10


Obama’s Defense Appointees Were Politicians First and Military Officials Only When Necessary


For the most part, senior military officers and the political appointees placed in charge of them by President Obama may as well have been from different planets. The appointees were almost all either civilians from top graduate schools who had worked in the private sector but had little or no military experience or former politicians who placed a premium on political considerations. Obama’s branch secretaries—the secretary of the Army, secretary of the Navy, secretary of the Air Force—were especially political. A branch secretary is the “CEO” of a particular military branch, and his undersecretary is comparable to a chief operating officer. Generals, by contrast, have spent nearly thirty years or more in service to the country. Often commissioned from one of the military academies, they have come of age in an environment of strict discipline. Those differences in outlook and priorities extended down the chain of command as well. “There are a lot of people like me who are really pissed about how the last eight years managed to turn the military into—you know,” one officer who served throughout the entire Obama era and recently left active duty told me, “you know” being shorthand for a laboratory for progressive social engineering. I was surprised by the number of service members of all ranks who were eager to share their experiences with me for this book, and I was even more surprised by how many of them had—for years—kept records of their experiences on the off chance that one day someone might want to know the truth.

In a Department of Defense packed with progressive ideologues, Ray Mabus, the secretary of the Navy, was the worst. After a brief stint in the Navy (1970–1972), he spent three and a half decades in politics, including a single (and disastrous) term as governor of Mississippi. He was the youngest governor in his state’s history, but his tenure was anything but successful. The New York Times called him a “Porsche politician in a Chevy pickup state,” and the disconnected relationship he had with the people of Mississippi was a foreshadowing of the disconnected relationship he would have with the sailors under his charge.11 Before he finished his first gubernatorial term, Mabus was challenged by fellow Democrats, who described him as “arrogant and out of touch” and distributed “Save Us from Mabus” bumper stickers.12 Mabus survived the primary but lost to his Republican challenger, making him the first Democrat to lose a governor’s race in Mississippi in more than one hundred years. (When Mabus became secretary of the Navy, he brought one of his top aides from his term in the governor’s mansion, Thomas Oppel, with him to serve as his chief of staff.13)

Mabus was an early supporter of President Obama’s campaign during the 2008 primaries, campaigning “extensively” on the future president’s behalf, and he was rewarded with a nomination after the new commander in chief was elected.14 After Obama announced his nomination, Mabus briefly drew scrutiny due to court documents revealing that he’d surreptitiously recorded a conversation he and his wife had with their family priest and subsequently used statements his wife made during the conversation to obtain custody of the couple’s children in divorce proceedings.15

After his career in elected office ended, Mabus turned himself into a progressive’s progressive, a persona he brought to the Navy, which he relentlessly politicized. Departing from the tradition of naming ships after American presidents and war heroes, he instead named vessels after left-wing activists like Cesar Chavez and Harvey Milk. During his eight years as secretary of the Navy, Mabus tweeted about diversity, climate change, and gender-neutral combat-arms units more than thirty-six times. In contrast, he tweeted about Naval “readiness” a grand total of five times—once to praise the South Korean military, once to express admiration for Australia’s and Timor-Leste’s naval engineers, once about the US Navy’s “Citadel Pacific” exercises, and twice about the congressional budget process of 2013.16 Mabus’s tweets reflect his real priorities as secretary of the Navy. “I worked for the guy for years and not one time did he ever mention the word ‘readiness,’ ” a senior Navy official who served in the Obama-era Pentagon told me.

Mabus played a role in virtually every controversial military policy of the Obama era. When the president tapped him to replace Navy Secretary Donald C. Winter, a career national security professional, Mabus’s official White House biography noted his National Wildlife Federation Conservation Achievement Award but made no mention of his time in the Navy.17 His eight years in office made Mabus the longest-serving secretary of the Navy since World War I, but he ought to be remembered as the most political secretary as well as the most widely disliked by the Navy rank and file. He boasted about his ignorance: “I think one of the great strengths I brought to the Navy was that I had no idea what the issues were when I came in.”18 The sailors who served under him would certainly agree with him about one thing—he was clueless.

“He was a pure political animal, and he really enjoyed the trappings of the office,” a three-star admiral who regularly interacted with Mabus told me. (One of Mabus’s favorite perks was arranging to throw out the first pitch at baseball games when he visited cities with Major League teams, and he became the first person to throw the first pitch in all 30 MLB stadiums. Mabus said that the purpose of his first-pitch circuit was to “put a face on the Navy” for the American people and to raise awareness about the Navy and Marine Corps, but it is unclear why that goal would not have been better achieved by arranging for local sailors or Marines who served under him to throw out the first pitch instead.19) When I asked the admiral if Mabus was receptive to his and his peers’ professional judgment, he laughed and replied, “No. He had no use for us, unless we just said ‘yessir, yessir, three bags full.’ ”

But as Mabus focused on his own agenda, the Navy he led was falling apart. Aside from pushing progressive pet projects and prohibitively expensive environmentalist projects, Mabus’s other fixation was on securing his legacy. To do so, he focused on building the most durable representations of his tenure: ships. Mabus was consumed with building ships. Admittedly, it seems counterintuitive to say that it’s problematic when a Navy secretary’s legacy is an increase in ships. But nevertheless, it was a problem. The Navy’s senior admirals—from the beginning of Mabus’s tenure to the bitter end—did not want more ships, at least not while under the constraints of the Obama-era budgets; they wanted to use the Navy’s money to properly maintain and enhance the capabilities of the ships they already had and to provide enough sailors to man them effectively, among other priorities. While Mabus was overseeing personnel cuts downsizing the Navy by thousands of sailors, he was increasing the Navy’s operations tempo and the number of ships the remaining sailors had to operate at the same time. The outcome: undertrained but overworked crews manning a fleet that was rapidly falling into disrepair.

Speaking at the Surface Navy Association Symposium in 2013, Vice Admiral Thomas Copeman III, whose primary role from 2012 to 2014 was to ensure “the fitness of the Navy’s ships for combat,”20 warned that Naval readiness was in a “downward spiral.”21 The situation was so bleak, Copeman said, that “[I]t’s getting harder and harder, I think, for us to look the troops in the eye.”22 But Copeman’s warnings made for bad publicity for Mabus and his agenda. A few months after he gave the speech, Copeman was asked to retire early, more than a year before his assignment was slated to end.23 Copeman told public-interest investigative journalism outlet ProPublica that despite being forced into early retirement, he didn’t regret his decision to speak out: “If you’re an admiral in the Navy, you may have to make that decision to send people into combat, and you better not have blood on your hands the rest of your life because you didn’t do everything you could” to make sure they’re ready.24

In February 2019, ProPublica published a damning investigation revealing that senior admirals commanding the Navy’s surface warfare fleets had repeatedly warned Mabus and his staff that if the Navy didn’t correct course from Mabus’s obsessive ship-building to the exclusion of nearly all else, it faced severe risks of deadly accidents.25 In fact, “alarms had been sounded up and down the chain of command, by young, overmatched sailors, by veteran captains and commanders, and by some of the most respected Navy officials in Washington.”26 Those warnings were not exactly presented at the twelfth hour, either: the ProPublica investigation found that a 2010 report “all but predicted the accidents.”27 Almost immediately after taking office in March 2016, Undersecretary of the Navy Janine Davidson told Mabus “that the Navy was devoting too many resources to buying new ships and weapons systems and dangerously neglecting readiness,” but Mabus’s chief of staff Tom Oppel reportedly told her to stop raising the issue.28 The admirals’ worst fears came true shortly after the Obama administration left office, when multiple collisions between Navy surface vessels and commercial ships left seventeen sailors dead. Before the accidents, a sailor on one of the ships involved—The U.S.S. John S. McCain—told his chain of command, “It’s only a matter of time before a major incident occurs.”29

When asked why the Navy secretary was so adamant about continuing to use the Navy’s budget to contract for more ships, one of the senior Navy officials involved in those efforts to persuade Mabus and his staff to focus on the massive readiness issues afflicting the fleet as it was and to stop building additional ships told me that Mabus was more concerned with “leaving a legacy.” Mabus’s priorities were “building ships, green energy, and getting social justice things taken care of—that’s all he cared about,” he added.

Indeed, it is difficult to read a speech by Mabus without coming across boasts about the number of ships built or put under contract during his tenure. (Mabus has also been vigilant about ensuring that the ship-building legacy belongs to him and him alone. Commenting on a headline about the Navy’s projected ship count in 2020, Mabus tweeted “The reason” the Navy will hit 300 ships “is [because] of ships I built in @Barackobama Admin. Trump Admin had nothing to do with it.30) Well, if Mabus wanted a legacy, he got one: despite periodic lip service to maintaining the Navy’s strategic advantage, he will be remembered as a Navy secretary who devoted himself above all to his own vanity projects and enacting a progressive cultural agenda. When you read about Mabus’s priorities in the chapters to come, keep the ProPublica report in mind.

The vast disparity in philosophies, experience, and priorities between senior military leaders and Obama administration appointees produced rocky, if not downright hostile, relations from the beginning. A former Marine general who held multiple positions during the Obama years recalls that he and his peers were “always disappointed, [but] never surprised” about administration policies. A former Army general was only slightly more circumspect, describing senior military leaders’ relationship with the administration as “lukewarm or tepid, but respectful.” Obama’s officials “were willing to listen, but only to a certain degree,” he added. “Readiness wasn’t [their] number one priority. It was something else,” a third general remarked. “The military in general was used as a political tool. . . . But this wasn’t a national security kind of political power. It was [a] social-engineering kind,” he added. A fourth said that he was “struck by how the Obama administration cared about a lot of things in the military, but none of them had anything to do with military readiness or war fighting.”

Each of these officers served in senior command positions or in senior Pentagon assignments during Obama’s presidency. One of them refused a promotion to a third star and retired instead because, in his own words, he could no longer in good conscience command soldiers in a military that did not prioritize their safety in combat (emphasis added):

I turned down a promotion and left the Army early, because I was just fed up with a lot of this foolishness. . . . I promoted a guy to lieutenant colonel when I was a two-star. And he wanted to re-swear his oath of office, so we did that. And when I got to the point where he had to repeat back to me ‘that I take this obligation freely, without mental reservation or purpose of evasion,’ I realized that I could not swear this oath anymore myself. Because I do have serious reservations about what we’re doing. So I left, because . . . I don’t want to be responsible for the people who are going to die in future combat because we are not the force that we need to be and that we could be, if we hadn’t have done the—you know, hadn’t fallen prey to these serious, ridiculous policy changes.

One of the officials who most inflamed tensions between the administration and the brass was Brad Carson, a former Democratic congressman from Oklahoma who became the acting undersecretary of defense for personnel and readiness in 2015. Obama and Carson met in 2004 when they were campaigning for open Senate seats in their respective states. After Carson lost his race to Tom Coburn by nearly twelve percentage points, he penned an op-ed in The New Republic blaming his loss on socially-conservative voters who were fighting a “culture war” about “modernity itself” and believed that “cultural concerns are more important than universal health care or raising the minimum wage.”31

Military personnel who regularly interacted with him say Carson was as condescending during his stint at the Pentagon as when he was a politician. He put on “the most arrogant and pompous display of leadership I have ever experienced,” recalls one general, an assessment confirmed by other senior military officials who served in the Pentagon during Carson’s tenure. Carson, those sources said, simply would not listen to them and presumed that he knew all of the answers already.

Carson’s intentions were no secret. “He was certainly pushing the [progressive] agenda on a timeline,” I was told by one senior Pentagon source. Proudly acknowledging his influence, Carson wrote in a national security journal that he was “closely involved in every recent controversy at the Pentagon: [including] women in combat [and] transgender service.”32 Carson told NPR’s Mary Louise Kelly that the policies he pushed were “all part of this ambition to make the Department of Defense the nation’s most progressive employer.”33 The quote unintentionally highlighted a fundamental tension that arose repeatedly during the many battles over the Obama administration’s preferred policies—many of the President’s appointees could not understand or refused to acknowledge that the military is not simply a government employer like any other.

The conflicts between mission-focused generals and the Obama administration were not limited to personnel policies and budget cuts. In response to pressure from non-governmental organizations (NGOs), the administration sent 100 special operations troops to Uganda in 2011 to hunt for the warlord Joseph Kony and his tiny band of guerillas.34 Troop levels and resources for the mission were “sharp[ly] increase[d]”—the administration sent another 150 special forces troops and four CV-22 Osprey attack aircraft—in the years after the Internet video Kony 2012, produced by the NGO Invisible Children, went viral and provoked an outcry on social media.35 At that point, the number of elite American troops on the ground outnumbered the entire size of Kony’s ragtag militia scattered around the jungles of Uganda and its neighbors.36

Invisible Children admitted that Kony 2012 and its accompanying social media campaign were designed to pressure Obama into increasing America’s investment in the mission and, although the video was later found to be highly misleading,37 the plan worked. Invisible Children’s website boasts, “On April 24, 2012, we achieved the primary goal of the Kony 2012 campaign when President Obama publicly announced that he would reauthorize the US mission.”38 Even as the defense sequester was squeezing the military, Obama ramped up the Kony campaign. A source described National Security Advisor Susan Rice and Grant Harris, a Special Assistant to the President and Senior Director for African Affairs on the National Security Council, as the principle forces behind the administration’s Kony obsession. (Harris served as Rice’s counselor and Deputy Chief of Staff during Rice’s role as Ambassador to the UN in Obama’s first term.39) “We spent a huge amount of time hunting the guy,” a general with firsthand knowledge told me. “We were wasting time, money, and resources hunting someone who was zero threat to the US, and no amount of rational thought could drag them off of that.”

And an admiral who worked in the operations section of the Office of the Joint Chiefs at one point fumed about the mission during a high level meeting about allocating resources for the Kony mission, telling his peers, “We are diverting resources at a time when I don’t have anything to give to anyone, for any reason, to go hunt some guy that isn’t even a threat to the country next door, much less the United States,” according to a source with firsthand knowledge who requested anonymity to discuss sensitive Pentagon meetings. (Keep in mind, while the administration was sending additional and precious special operations resources to hunt for Kony in March 2014, ISIS was already well into its reign of terror and was crucifying Christians and enslaving Yazidi women on a near-daily basis in Iraq and Syria.) But for the Obama administration, the Kony campaign was a PR win, and that’s what mattered. A Washington Post story about the mission noted in passing that, in the face of criticism that Obama’s Syria policy was weak, “the Uganda action is a relatively inexpensive way to show resolve in a popular cause.”40

The Kony mission was finally terminated in 2017, a few months after Donald Trump took office.41 The official reason for ending the mission was that Kony was no longer considered a threat. The real reason was that Kony had never been a threat to the United States. In fact, the Ugandan government itself dedicated only 1,500 troops (part of an African Union mission, no less) to hunting Kony, who was supposedly a critical threat to its own existence.42

Evaluating the administration’s decision to allocate four CV-22 Osprey aircraft to the Kony mission puts the Pentagon’s frustration in context. The Osprey can take off vertically like a helicopter but rotates its engines to fly like an airplane. It was described in 2013 as a “favored platform for special operations strikes” in Afghanistan.43 At the time the administration sent four of these special operations aircraft to track down Joseph Kony, the Air Force was still waiting to receive its full order of the first fifty aircraft to be delivered. (The order was completed in 2016.44) Worse, by the end of the Obama administration, 50 percent of the Marine Corps’ MV-22 variation of the Osprey were grounded by a lack of parts.45 The United States had no Ospreys to spare when the Obama administration sent four of them to Uganda, leaving fewer attack helicopters for missions that directly affected national security.

A similar clash of priorities (and viewpoints) occurred when members of the Obama national security team sought to divert intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance assets—better known as drones—from active missions to South Sudan to detect old mass graves that could be used as evidence of prior crimes (dating before the creation of South Sudan as an independent country) against the people of Darfur. Once again, the diversion did not sit well with the Pentagon, which naturally viewed such archival work as of lesser importance than fighting America’s enemies. That time, the Pentagon was able to nix the request.

Several generals independently raised the point with me that the administration’s pet projects—such as the Kony mission—and its relentless focus on identity politics not only were harmful in and of themselves but also consumed the brass’s time and diverted their attention from more important matters. One general offered the example of the Obama State Department’s fixation on “transparency” in special operations. He described repeated meetings in which officials vacillated over disclosing the number of operators in a certain country before finally deciding to maintain the status quo. He thought the incompatibility of “clandestine operations” and “public disclosure” should have been self-evident. But to the Obama administration, apparently, it was not.

One general who served in the Pentagon in the Obama era told me that the White House’s social-engineering agenda “is what consumed the time of the senior leadership inside the Pentagon every single day” to the near exclusion of actual military priorities such as training and readiness.

One of this general’s peers expressed the same frustration almost verbatim: “You could read the guidance that the White House would send over, and it would talk about elements of a progressive agenda [or] it would talk about increasing research on topics not directly concerned with the military. . . . You’d read this guidance and you’d find nothing about ‘I want you to get x number of brigades or fighter squadrons ready’ or something like that.”

To be clear, not all of President Obama’s initial national security appointees were naïve ideologues. One of his best national security decisions was keeping Robert Gates, President George W. Bush’s secretary of defense, in the same position. A serious man, intent on doing the right thing and motivated by a deep love for the men and women under his command, Gates kept in his desk in the Pentagon a prayer that Abraham Lincoln’s secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, had uttered, sobbing, his head in his hands, after choosing a course of action that would cause a Union soldier to die: “God, help me to do my duty. God, help me to do my duty.”46

But Gates was the exception to the rule. Even he had his fair share of problems with his politically minded peers in the administration. Years later, Gates recalled a meeting in which President Obama had overruled the military’s preferred strategy in Afghanistan. Vice President Biden, jumping into the conversation, explained to the generals that they “should consider the President’s decision as an order.” Obama quickly concurred, saying, “I am giving an order.”47 Gates was stunned. He called the exchange “unnecessary and insulting,” and wrote that the “order demonstrated . . . the complete unfamiliarity of both men with the American military culture.” Biden’s interjection was “proof positive of the depth of the Obama White House’s distrust of the nation’s military leadership.”48

Gates was not overreacting. Every service member knows that orders are orders simply because they are given by the person in charge. Saying a magic phrase at the end of a directive does not have an “abracadabra” effect on a robotic listener. Soldiers are not free to disobey a simple command from a superior but duty-bound to comply once the speaker specifies that the command was “an order.”

The vice president’s views about the military fueled mistrust between the White House and the Pentagon during the early years of the administration. Gates thought “Biden was subjecting Obama to Chinese water torture, every day saying ‘the military can’t be trusted.’ ”

The strained relations between the White House and the military were aggravated by the ideologues whom the White House appointed within the Department of Defense and as the secretaries of the various branches. The politicized tenure of Ray Mabus was the norm rather than the exception. A high-ranking officer in the Obama-era Pentagon told me that while “you expect” political appointees to have “different priorities,” the Obama administration took that to an extreme.

Eric Fanning was in President Obama’s first wave of nominations and served in the administration for all eight years. He held political-appointee positions in all three major branches of the military, ultimately becoming secretary of the Army. He was tapped for deputy undersecretary of the Navy in 2009 and promoted to undersecretary of the Air Force in 2013 (and later acting secretary), despite having no military experience whatsoever. None.

Fanning publicly advocated changes to the longstanding transgender service member policy early in Obama’s second term.49 Indeed, accepting an award at a gala shortly after he was nominated to be secretary of the Army, Fanning hinted that a reversal of the military’s transgender policy was forthcoming.50 After Trump defeated Hillary Clinton in the 2016 election, Fanning remained confident that the changes would be irreversible. “It’s hard to undo these things,” he bragged to an audience at the left-wing Victory Institute.51

The Air Force’s civilian leadership was no less politicized. Deborah Lee James became secretary of the Air Force in 2013 and immediately set out to leave her mark. A former Democratic congressional staffer and a political appointee in the Clinton Defense Department, she was no stranger to politicized military policy. Like the other service secretaries of the Obama era, James featured prominently in many of the administration’s most contentious—and damaging—policy decisions. Asked how she balanced competing priorities as secretary of the Air Force, she answered that her guiding principle was “people first.”52 That sounds nice, but it has never been the first principle of the military. Quite the opposite. The principle has always been “Accomplish the mission; take care of your troops”—in that order. Any other approach is simply nonsensical. Under a “people first” policy, how does a Marine sergeant tell a lance corporal to run toward gunfire to accomplish the mission, even though he knows his order puts the young man’s life at risk? Indeed, “people first” is the opposite of Stanton’s prayer—“God, help me to do my duty.”

This inversion of priorities was evident at all levels of the force. In 2014, a correspondent for the Air Force Sergeants Association posed a decidedly pointed question to James:

A perception exists among the rank and file of our 110,000 members that there is a growing frustration within the current force that senior DoD leaders are not speaking out on behalf of service members in their discussions with Congress and the Administration. . . . What do you plan to do to improve transparency in communications regarding force shaping [and] proposed changes in personnel policies . . . ?53

The question clearly implies that the Obama administration’s policies did not enjoy broad support among the rank-and-file. The reason they did not is because they were geared not towards the mission that service members had signed up for but for the ideological goals of the administration.

Toxic Leaders Generating Toxic Policies: How the Social Engineering of the Obama Era Transformed the Military’s Culture and Policies

“There will be mixed genitalia in military bathrooms, showers, and billeting,” announced Anthony Kurta, the deputy assistant secretary of defense for military personnel policy, in 2016. On a conference call with Army Colonel Ron Crews and others, Kurta explained that the new policy allowing transgender soldiers to serve according to their “gender identities” rather than their biological sex meant that a person whose gender identity and biological sex did not match would be allowed to use the barracks of the opposite sex. It also meant that transgender soldiers would be evaluated not according to the physical standards appropriate for their own sex but according to the standards for the opposite sex. In practice, then, a biologically male soldier who “identified” as female would be treated as if he had the body of a young woman and, for instance, be allowed to pass Army fitness tests at a lower level or pass body composition standards designed for a member of the opposite sex. In an institution that is concerned exclusively with physical realities and physical outcomes, that is no small thing.

Crews, a former chaplain, was concerned about the privacy of female soldiers under the new policy and the effect it might have on recruiting and retention:

Crews: A larger proportion [of the force] comes from the Southeast US than from any other region of the country—the so-called Bible Belt. . . . Don’t you think that moms and dads will have some second thoughts about encouraging particularly their daughters to join a military where their daughters may be exposed? If we have an eighteen-year-old female coming from an evangelical Christian home, and she’s in a two-person billet [and receives a transgender roommate who is biologically male], this young lady will have no recourse, correct? If she complains, she’s the one in the wrong—is that correct?

Kurta: That’s correct.

Crews: Don’t you think that’s going to raise concerns for recruiting?

Kurta: I believe Americans will be proud that our military is leading the way in this social transformation.54

A Marine chaplain with a decade and a half of service had a nearly-identical, albeit slightly more personal experience with Kurta. After Kurta made similar statements in a meeting with a collection of chaplains at the Pentagon, this particular chaplain approached him and asked if he was serious. He said Kurta “looked me right in the eye and said, ‘Hey look, there will be mixed-genitalia in our berthing areas, in our barracks, and it’s good for America.’ ” The chaplain cut to what should have been the heart of the issue, asking Kurta, “Wow sir, do you really believe that? This is going to make us better at warfighting?” Kurta simply replied, “Well, that’s just the way it is.”55

Kurta’s separate interactions with those two chaplains perfectly capture the chasm that separated the Obama administration’s priorities from those of the senior military leaders in the Pentagon.

Kurta, by the way, was one of the few appointees in the Obama DoD to stay in the Pentagon after the Trump administration took over. He served as the acting under secretary of defense for personnel and readiness—essentially a promotion from the position he held during the exchanges described above—for most of 2017. Kurta was also tapped to be the principal deputy undersecretary of defense for personnel and readiness, something that multiple sources who served under him during the Obama era called surprising and concerning. His nomination stalled in the Senate, however, and was ultimately withdrawn in September 2018.56

In early 2016, retired Marine General James Mattis co-edited a book titled Warriors and Citizens: American Views of Our Military about the risks and consequences of the civil-military divide in America, amidst our long-running wars from which much of the public and the media have long since disengaged.57 Hailed as a mission-focused warrior undistracted by political considerations, the future secretary of defense expressed his concern that “an uninformed public is permitting political leaders to impose an accretion of social conventions that are diminishing the combat power of our military, disregarding our warfighting practitioners’ advice.”58 Mattis observed: “There remains an underlying deference by the public to allow the military to operate by its own rules, an interesting factor since our political leadership has not advocated for such a difference. In recent years political leaders have instead often used the military as a vehicle to lead social change in the broader society.”59
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