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an Irresistible Force
Military Popularity and Affective Partisanship

Jonathan D. Caverley

The United States military may not be interested in political polarization, but 
political polarization is very interested in the United States military. Partisan 
gridlock channeled through the 2001 Budget Control Act has prevented the 
Pentagon from stable budgets for a decade. Active and retired generals have 
served in political positions at unprecedented numbers. The President has 
over- ruled the military justice system in highly visible and unusual ways. 
And during the nationwide response to the killing of George Floyd by po-
lice, military leaders have been thrust into the forefront of a crisis one news-
paper called the military’s “worst schism with the American public since the 
fractious Vietnam War years.”1 The president clearly has played an important 
role in initiating many of these crises, leading to unprecedented pushback, 
perhaps most prominently from retired Marine general and former Secretary 
of Defense James Mattis, “Donald Trump is the first president in my lifetime 
who does not try to unite the American people— does not even pretend to 
try. Instead he tries to divide us. We are witnessing the consequences of three 
years of this deliberate effort.”2 But while the military make take some comfort 
that many of these pressures come from one individual actor, it must under-
stand that the ultimate source may not be the current president.

Contemporary US politics has thrown much of social science’s conventional 
wisdom into confusion.3 Nonetheless, most analysts remain confident about 
two enduring aspects of the country’s political environment. The first fact is 
that the United States military consistently ranks as the most popular institu-
tion in the country by wide margins. Indeed, its popularity is remarkably im-
pervious to decline, despite the disappointing outcomes of its several recent 
wars.4 The second fact is that the number of citizens identifying as supporters 
of one party and exhibiting contempt for supporters of the other continues to 
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178 Public’s Role and Responsibilities

climb. Research suggests that discrimination against opposing partisans now 
outstrips that based on race.5 Partisanship overwhelms other social forces, to 
the point that some claim it now determines one’s brand of athletic shoes or 
the willingness to be vaccinated for COVID- 19.6 What happens when the im-
movable object of “the troops’ ” popularity meets the irresistible force of par-
tisan polarization?

For understandable reasons, members of the military cheer their popu-
larity (loudly, with taxpayer money, and often at sporting events) while qui-
etly lamenting partisan polarization. Indeed, many argue that the nonpartisan 
nature of the professional military is the very reason for its popularity. In syn-
thesizing much recent work, this chapter takes a broader look at both social 
facts and places them in the context of a larger, global military popularity and 
rising populist nationalism. It then speculates on what this might entail for US 
politics and foreign policy in the future.

The Immovable Object

Few works of research on US civil- military relations and fewer members of 
the military fail to note that the military has steadily increased in terms of 
public confidence from the 1970s through the present.7 Burbach quite reason-
ably points out the puzzle of the military’s high popularity given its inability 
to win wars.8 This section argues that the military remains popular because 
its relative ineffectiveness is precisely the type of force that average voters, and 
the military itself, demand. But this also means that due to an increasingly 
tenuous connection to its military, the typical voter (and politician) will treat 
the military like any other issue or institution.

It is commonly accepted that the US public’s attitude to the military and, 
perhaps more important, war is due to the fact that the average voter does 
not have much skin in the game. The capital- intensive military built and em-
ployed by the United States clearly substitutes capital for labor, as does its 
lack of conscription.9 For the United States and other wealthy democracies, 
war has become an exercise in fiscal rather than social mobilization. And the 
average voters in the United States, aided by their representatives, are quite 
adept at shifting these monetary costs away from themselves. The US federal 
tax system, which lavishly funds the military, is one of the most progressive 
in the world.10 When taxes are shifted to the median voter, war becomes less 
popular.11 Caverley makes the case that, due to a combination of capital- 
intensive technology and economic inequality, democracies will build larger 
militaries, use them more promiscuously, and see worse results, particularly 
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in the more labor- intensive counterinsurgencies in which the United States 
remains embroiled.12

Along with the average voter, the military as an institution supports such 
a capital- intensive force. It should not surprise anyone that soldiers who 
pay the highest price in a war want to be protected with the best equipment 
money can buy. Historically the military has liked technological solutions to 
its warfighting problems.13 The shift toward great power competition noted in 
the latest National Security Strategy is likely to require a lot more capital than 
labor.14 The large US defense budgets, which covered a billion dollars for ad-
vertising and public relations contracts from 2006 to 2015, may themselves be 
a causal force behind this popularity.15

Secular trends in technology will make this equilibrium stickier. Both eco-
nomic inequality and capital intensiveness are likely caused in part by the long- 
term social and economic processes of labor becoming more productive and the 
gains from technology becoming more unevenly distributed. Golby, Cohn, and 
Feaver argue that the high regard for the military is based on the fact that few 
serve even as the military is used often, leading to the frequent anecdote of vet-
erans being “thanked for their service.”16 Given current trends, it is likely there 
will be plenty of service in the future, no doubt prompting still more gratitude.

The Irresistible Force

The good news from a civil- military relations perspective is that, despite iden-
tifying heavily as Republicans (even after controlling for demographic factors 
and especially among the officer corps), the active- duty military is relatively 
nonpartisan in its behavior and even its private opinions.17 The bad news is 
that the military’s masters are extremely partisan. In addition to highlighting 
this divide and placing the military’s popularity into context by comparing it 
to opinion about other national institutions, I discuss the concept of “affective 
polarization” and what it might mean for militarized politics in the future.

Dempsey found that soldiers’ social and political attitudes track fairly closely 
with the views of the civilian population. However, officers appear to be less par-
tisan and activist than the average civilian.18 On certain issues, service members 
are in fact decidedly more liberal than the general population. In 2004, civilians 
were substantially more likely than Army personnel to oppose abortion under 
all circumstances, and large majorities of Army personnel supported increasing 
domestic government spending on education, healthcare, Social Security, and 
environmental protection.19 Military officers also support civil liberties and 
more stringent gun control at higher rates than the general American public.20
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180 Public’s Role and Responsibilities

This is somewhat ironic, as Owens points out:  “liberals” see the values 
of the military as being less progressive than those of the society at large.21 
Conservative civilian respondents tend to believe that people join the military 
for patriotic reasons, whereas liberals ascribe it to economic motives.22 The 
way partisanship works in the United States, this may be the most important 
finding from public opinion data. The importance of the military’s nonparti-
sanship is akin to the famous response of the North Vietnamese colonel to the 
US military’s claim it never lost in battle: while true, it is largely irrelevant.23

How civilians feel about the military, despite the high approval on the sur-
face, is largely driven by party identification. Golby shows that most differences 
in civil- military attitudes largely disappear after conditioning on partisan 
identification.24 Liebert and Golby show that in the late 1970s, Democrats had 
greater confidence in the military than did Republicans.25 However, over time, 
Republican confidence has outstripped that of Democrats. Burbach notes that 
party identification is now the best predictor in the venerable General Social 
Survey (GSS) of respondent confidence in the military.26 Figure 9.1 replicates 
previous findings by showing the growing difference in the percentage of GSS 
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Figure 9.1 Difference in percentage of Democrat and Republican GSS respondents 
having a “great deal of confidence” in the military, 1973– 2018
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respondents who answer that they have a great deal of confidence in the mili-
tary.27 Burbach further finds that the partisan gap is more pronounced among 
strong party identifiers than among weak ones.28 Indeed, essentially all of the 
growth in the percentage of Americans with great confidence in the military is 
due to the increased confidence of Republican identifiers after 9/ 11.

Beyond “confidence,” partisanship shapes views on many aspects of 
politics related to the military. The partisan divide has also never been 
greater on the question: “How effective do you think military superiority 
is to achieving the foreign policy goals of the United States?” To this, 66% 
of Republicans responded “very effective,” while only 38% of Democrats 
agreed.29 In a recent Pew survey, 83% of Democrats said good diplomacy 
(versus “military strength”) is the best way to ensure peace. Just 33% of 
Republicans said peace is best ensured with good diplomacy, among 
the lowest share since the question was first asked in 1994.30 Gaines and 
colleagues show that partisanship (and the correlated media diet) shapes 
evaluations of battlefield performance, producing different assessments 
even when given the same objective information.31 For two decades after the 
Cold War’s end, no partisan divide existed over whether Russia represents 
the “greatest danger” to the United States. Both parties’ adherents moved 
in lockstep with each other, with the biggest divide appearing in 2008 
(Republicans 16%, Democrats 13%). The divide is now an unprecedented 
18% (21% and 39% respectively).32

Comparing the Divide across Other Issues

While Liebert and Golby contrast the increased partisanship of the military 
to decreased partisanship of the public, this is not supported by the data.33 
Across ten measures that Pew Research Center has tracked on the same 
surveys since 1994, the average partisan gap has increased from 15 percentage 
points to 36 points. The partisan gap is much larger than the differences be-
tween the opinions of Blacks and whites, men and women, and other groups 
in society.34 Pew reports that “in recent years, the gaps on several sets of po-
litical values in particular— including measures of attitudes about the social 
safety net, race and immigration— have increased dramatically.”

How does polarization over the military compare to other issues? Table 
9.1 compares the partisan gap on the military to that for other institutions, 
showing the absolute differences in percent of partisans having “great con-
fidence” in 2018 for all of the institutions covered in the GSS.35 There is a 
remarkable amount of variation. The military retains very high support in 
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both parties relative to any other institution, but the difference between the 
parties is also by far the biggest, larger than the difference for such divisive 
institutions as the executive branch, organized religion, and “science.” Put 
another way, Democrats and Republicans agree less on the military than 
they do on banks, the press, the Supreme Court, and organized labor. Both 
sides are as one in their contempt for Congress, perhaps the most partisan 
of all institutions. Why is opinion on one of the least partisan institutions so 
divisive?

One possible reason is that unlike many other institutions, the military 
is associated with an issue— defense— perceived as “owned” by one party.36 
In this sense the military has more in common with “organized religion” or 
“major companies,” as traditional Republican issues/ constituents. Partisans of 
both sides believe that the military is on the Republicans’ “side.”

Brooks points out that one of the most interesting findings from Dempsey 
is that self- selected political labels are extremely poor predictors of soldiers’ 
actual views on social, political, and economic issues.37 This comports with 
broader findings about the public in American political science research. 
Neither the military nor the public seems too polarized when it comes to ide-
ological polarization. The divide emerges instead from the rise in affective 
polarization.

Table 9.1 Percentages of 2018 General Social Survey Respondents with a “Great 
Deal of Confidence” by Institution and Political Party

Institution Republican Democrat Difference

Military 77.0 51.8 25.2
Executive branch 23.7 6.1 17.6
Supreme Court 42.5 25.5 17.0
Press 5.6 21.1 −15.5
Major companies 29.8 15.3 14.5
Scientific community 38.5 49.9 −11.4
Organized religion 26.9 17.9 9.0
Banks and financial institutions 25 17.0 8.0
Education 22.9 30.5 −7.6
Congress 8.3 5.2 3.1
Medicine 35.4 37.5 −2.1
Organized labor 13.0 13.3 −0.3

Results presented with largest absolute difference first. Differences with larger Republican percentages 
presented in parentheses.
Source: Tom W. Smith, Michael Davern, Jeremy Freese, and Stephen L. Morgan, General Social Surveys, 
1972– 2018: Cumulative Codebook [Data File and Codebook] (Chicago: National Opinion Research 
Center, December 2019).
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Rising Affective Polarization

American politics research identifies and measures several different types 
of polarization. There is little debate that, among politicians and other party 
“elites,” there is growing disagreement on policy issues.38 It is less clear that 
the public disagrees as much on policy.39 While scholars do not agree on the 
level of policy or ideological polarization, there exists a broad consensus that 
the mass public increasingly dislikes members of the other party.40 That is, 
they have grown more affectively polarized in recent years. It is this element of 
public partisanship that this chapter highlights.

Affective polarization refers to the mutual dislike by both members of the 
parties, in which partisans impute negative traits to the other side, as well 
as positive traits to their own.41 The level has grown so strong that partisans 
now believe that “other party’s members are hypocritical, selfish, and closed- 
minded, and they are unwilling to socialize across party lines, or even to 
partner with opponents in a variety of other activities.”42 This makes the be-
lief by either set of partisans that the military sides with one team potentially 
quite toxic for healthy civil- military relations.

Burbach finds that confidence in the military among Republicans and 
among conservatives has consistently grown over time, regardless of who is 
president. One piece of particularly strong evidence supporting the affective 
polarization diagnosis is that Republican high school seniors are nearly twice 
as likely to join the military as Democrats.43 Golby and colleagues present ex-
perimental data that largely support the theory that Republican respondents 
show a greater affinity for listening to messages coming from generals on mil-
itary actions across a range of scenarios, regardless of whether the statement 
supports or opposes the action.44

This especially may be the case because members of the American public 
generally lack information about foreign affairs and the use of force, nor do 
they have settled opinions about these subjects. This makes them prone to 
laying their partisan affinities on top of the military and the policies the gov-
ernment asks it to execute. Regardless of what the military does or does not 
believe, civilian leaders and the public will make up their minds based on 
affinitive partisanship, because they believe (rightly) that the military is more 
Republican than Democratic.

From Partisanship to Populism?

What can the military do in the face of this powerful riptide in American poli-
tics? Levendusky shows that when experimental subjects’ sense of Americans’ 
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national identity is heightened, such as on July 4th or during the 2008 
summer Olympics, they come to see members of the opposing party as fellow 
Americans rather than as rival partisans.45 The US military has taken great 
pains (and spent great amounts of money) to associate itself with the nation 
rather than with politics.

But it is hard to believe, in an era in which many basic norms of democracy 
seemed called into question around the world,46 that politicians will be in-
clined to allow the military to remain immune to polarization. While Donald 
Trump has quite openly violated these norms,47 he is not alone in using the 
military as a campaign tool. There is something uniquely powerful about 
the military and its intimate ties to security and the state.48 Caverley and 
Krupnikov portrayed Barack Obama speaking before varying backgrounds— 
including soldiers, students, children, and “ordinary” people.49 Only the 
image of soldiers had any significant effect, shifting participant preferences 
toward spending money on defense over education. The image has the largest 
hawkish effect on the president’s copartisans. If political elites in the United 
States are effectively campaigning at all times, the public receives a continuous 
stream of partisan cues.50 This self- reinforcing cycle is likely to ensnare the 
military regardless of what it does, because affective partisanship has little to 
do with the military’s actions or announcements.

As if this were not enough, the military must also be aware of a separate but 
related political trend. I previously observed that both economic inequality 
and military capitalization, forces that shape how and when the public will 
support military spending and war, are related aspects of long- term social 
and economic processes that are operating worldwide. These same political- 
economic forces are also thought to shape the current rise of populist nation-
alism around the world.51

Mead links populism and militarism when he describes the 2016 US pres-
idential election as the result of important social forces culminating in a rare 
“Jacksonian revolt.”52 Jacksonians, while relatively isolationist in their out-
look, believe in building a strong military that only fights in self- defense. He 
describes the belief system of voters motivated by this worldview:

For Jacksonian America, certain events galvanize intense interest and political en-
gagement, however brief. One of these is war; when an enemy attacks, Jacksonians 
spring to the country’s defense. The most powerful driver of Jacksonian political 
engagement in domestic politics, similarly, is the perception that Jacksonians are 
being attacked by internal enemies, such as an elite cabal or immigrants from dif-
ferent backgrounds. Jacksonians worry about the U.S. government being taken over 
by malevolent forces bent on transforming the United States’ essential character.53
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Recent research links support for Jacksonian populism with a sense in the 
electorate of a loss of status by one in- group relative to out- group members. 
This in- group is tied to categories such as social class, gender, rural versus 
urban residence, and education. Social science is only beginning to tease out 
the links for these forces.54 Researchers must also consider their implications 
for civil- military relations.

This process is not limited to the United States. Rising populism is a global 
trend and should be considered in tandem with the role of the military in poli-
tics around the world. Importantly, the military occupies the same prestigious 
spot in the public trust across a broad swath of countries. Each of eight re-
cently polled Western European democracies ranked the military as its most 
respected institution,55 as did each of seven Arab states and each of seventeen 
Latin American countries (second only to the Catholic Church).56 In Russia, 
trust in the military polls higher than even support for President Vladimir 
Putin.57 Majorities in South Africa, India, and Indonesia responded that “rule 
by the military” would be a good way of governing the country.58

In more than one country, we can identify a confluence of forces encap-
sulated by Brazil’s “BBB caucus”— short for “bullet, beef and Bible”— 
representing the interests of security forces, agribusiness, and evangelical 
churches.59 There are worrying signs that, again through little fault of the mil-
itary itself, populism may color US civil- military relations in the near future. 
The military appears to be a success story in terms of racial integration relative 
to the rest of the United States.60 This may be one reason the chiefs of each US 
armed service pushed back so strongly against the 2017 white supremacist 
rally in Charlottesville, in sharp contrast to the Trump administration’s tepid 
response.61 But again, this may not matter if white Americans think that the 
military is “for” them. Burbach notes a growing gap in confidence in the mil-
itary between whites and nonwhites.62 One fascinating experiment designed 
to overcome social desirability bias showed a very large, twenty- five- point 
difference in support for spending on veterans’ benefits between whites and 
blacks.63

While the confluence of consistently high military popularity with increas-
ingly high partisan polarization and populism in the United States may be 
unprecedented, in another sense it is yet another round of the classic civil- 
military relations debate between Huntington and Janowitz.64 Whereas 
Huntington characterizes the military as both naturally conservative and yet 
able to stand apart from politics, Janowitz instead argues that the military 
cannot be separated from the large social forces operating within the country, 
and thus we should not pretend the military is a nonpartisan institution made 
up of nonpartisan service members. The military may prefer Huntington and 
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his advocacy of a professional, “conservative,” military insulated from the do-
mestic politics of a liberal democracy, but the smart money (given the trends 
in domestic politics) may be on Janowitz: the country’s partisanship and pop-
ulism overwhelming the military’s currently sacrosanct status.
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