
NDISC colleagues –  

I am really looking forward to joining you next week. Enclosed please find portions of my 
new book manuscript, whose working title is The Age of Militarism: How Military Worship 
Spread Around the World and Why It Matters (under contract with Princeton University 
Press). 

I am writing this book with a cross-over audience in mind. Princeton UP hopes to market it 
as “academic trade.” So I’ve tried to keep the tone a little more informal and to keep 
citations (endnotes) to a minimum. I have also avoided including methodological detail in 
the chapters: those details appear either in published articles or will appear in separate 
online appendixes. I have also tried to keep the chapters fairly short: between 4,000 and 
6,000 words of core text, i.e. not including endnotes. 

So I’m sharing with you two chapters (Chapters 1 and 3), which should give you a good 
sense of the puzzle and argument, and which are together roughly the length of one IS or 
Security Studies piece. The exposition of Chapter 1 also makes reference to _all_ the other 
chapters, so you will have a sense of the scope of the book. In my talk, I’ll present some of 
the evidence from the later chapters. 

If you are a glutton for punishment, and want more evidence of the puzzle itself, you can 
read Chapter 2 also, which begins on p. 29 of this packet. But my talk will assume only that 
folks have read Chapters 1 and 3 (pp. 2-28 of this packet). 

I’m very much looking forward to your feedback! 

Ron Krebs 
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Chapter 1 
The Mystery of Modern Militarism 

 
Throughout the Cold War, Denmark’s NATO partners thought of it as the alliance’s slacker-

in-chief. A perfectly pleasant country, but one that spent little on defense, rode free on its 
allies’ efforts, banned foreign troops and nuclear weapons from its territory, and added little 
value to the alliance except its strategic position at the mouth of the Baltic Sea.1 Denmark was 
an avid participant in UN peacekeeping missions.2 But, throughout the Cold War, Danes did not 
think much about their army. To the extent that they did, Danes dismissed career servicemen 
as “somewhat ludicrous,” well-meaning bumblers, as anti-heroes who chiefly devoted 
themselves to avoiding danger.3 

Twenty years after the Cold War’s end, Denmark had become “a role model within NATO,” 
according to America’s ambassador to the alliance.4 Denmark did not spend much more on 
defense, and the Danes retained their cosmopolitan spirit, their firm belief in serving the global 
good. But, unlike nearly all other NATO countries, Denmark imposed no limits on its troops’ 
assignments in Afghanistan. More Danish soldiers died in Afghanistan, on a per capita basis, 
than any other country, and the Danish public’s support for the mission was surprisingly 
steadfast.5  

Equally striking, Danes’ views of their soldiers had shifted dramatically. They were no longer 
considered amateurish bunglers. They were regularly portrayed as supremely competent and 
brave warrior heroes. Once overlooked and ignored, Denmark’s soldiers and veterans had 
become prominent, praiseworthy figures in politicians’ speeches and media stories, as well as in 
movies, TV shows, art, and fiction. The Danish parliament approved a National Flag Day for 
Danes Serving Abroad, a national Monument to Denmark’s International Effort since 1948, and 
new medals for military valor. Danish politicians held out the nation’s soldiers as role models 
for their fellow Danes in their self-discipline, willing sacrifice, and evident enthusiasm to “make 
a difference” in the world, and they encouraged private corporations and public institutions to 
grant military veterans special privileges.6 

Denmark’s transformation from “NATO laggard” to “krigsførende nation” (war-fighting 
nation) has been stunning.7 It has been an outlier in its ready embrace of the battlefield and in 
its public’s resilience in the face of casualties. But it turns out to be quite typical when it comes 
to the rising social status of its soldiers and officers. Denmark is a striking example of an 
overlooked and puzzling post-Cold War global trend: a new age of militarism.  

 
Military Veneration since the Cold War: A Global Puzzle 

Militarism is an oft-abused term. The historian Volker Berghahn once observed that 
“militarism is and always has been a word of political propaganda and polemic.”8 By militarism, 
though, I mean, without any polemical overtones, simply venerating and idealizing the nation’s 
soldiers—in the colloquial sense, including sailors, marines, aviators, and all uniformed service-
people. Countries marked by militarism place soldiers at the center of the civil religion and its 
associated rites and rituals. Their politicians extol soldiers’ and veterans’ virtues, hail them as 
paragons of patriotism, and present them as the embodiment of what it means to be a citizen. 
Since the end of the Cold War, more and more countries have been recruiting soldiers on the 
open labor market rather than via the draft. Militaristic discourse overlooks, and implicitly 
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denies, the reality that soldiers very often have diverse, and sometimes openly monetary, 
motivations for enlistment. 

Militarism, in this sense, has made an unexpected comeback in the decades since the Cold 
War. Consider three revealing data points, presented in greater detail in the next chapter. First, 
public confidence in the armed forces. At the end of the Cold War, people around the world 
expressed little confidence in their nations’ armed forces. This was true of citizens of Eastern 
European nations emerging out of communism, of Latin Americans and sub-Saharan Africans 
whose militaries had often committed massive human rights violations, but also of Western 
Europeans eager to put the Cold War behind them and of Americans still grappling with the 
legacy of the Vietnam War. Over the next decades, in every region of the globe, public trust in 
the military rebounded. The armed forces have since become one of the most—and often the 
most—trusted central state institution.9 

Second, how nations celebrate their national independence days. Independence day 
ceremonies are revealing statements of national values and identity. Militaries are sometimes 
central to these ceremonies, sometimes tangential, and sometimes virtually invisible. I have 
tracked the role of the armed forces in these observances around the world since the 1980s in 
the world’s top 50 military spenders, and I have discovered that military displays—soldiers, 
tanks, and missiles on parade, complex air maneuvers, naval flotillas—have steadily become 
increasingly pronounced features of these celebrations, especially since the 1990s. In 
democracies, according to the Militarism Independence Day Index explained in Chapter 2, the 
armed forces were around 75% more prominent in national independence day celebrations in 
the 2010s compared to the 1980s. 

Third, the slate of national holidays. I thought that nearly all countries had long ago 
established holidays honoring veterans and mourning the war-dead. Given how rarely countries 
have fought interstate wars since 1945, I assumed that there would be little opportunity or 
reason for nations to institute new military-themed holidays. I was wrong. Since the end of the 
Cold War in 1991, new holidays commemorating fallen soldiers, honoring veterans, or 
celebrating the military have popped up on national calendars. The world’s top 50 military 
spenders celebrate at least 261 military-themed holidays—an average of just over 5 every year. 
At least 108 of these military-themed holidays—over 40 percent—have been established since 
1991, and at least 82—over 30 percent—since the start of the War on Terror in 2001. This is 
certainly an undercount, since we could not identify the year on which 86 (sometimes rather 
obscure) holidays were instituted. Since the start of the 21st century, countries as diverse as 
China, Colombia, Iran, Norway, Poland, Turkey, and Uruguay have established new military 
memorial days. Colombia, Germany, India, Indonesia, Romania, and Sweden, among others, 
have since 2000 instituted days in honor of their military veterans. During that same span, 
Afghanistan, South Africa, and the United Kingdom, among others, have set days celebrating 
the armed forces. Numerous others have started celebrating individual services (e.g. army, 
navy, air force) and specialties—like paratroopers, engineers, even military surveyors. 

And these are just the indicators easily tracked across countries. Militarism crops up in 
countless locally-specific ways. Grand monuments to those who died in the nation’s service, 
both recently and long ago, are erected. Long-established holidays are celebrated with renewed 
vigor and militaristic displays. Organizations in civil society celebrate military sacrifice. Youth 
organizations imbue the next generation with militaristic pride and fervor. Politicians who once 
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spoke of soldiers as highly trained professionals instead hail them as self-sacrificing heroes and 
patriots. Politicians who once ignored the military fall over each other in proclaiming their 
devotion to the armed forces and in charging their rivals with failing to uphold society’s 
compact with soldiers past and present. These locally specific manifestations of militarism 
appear throughout the detailed case studies presented in chapters 5-7. 

The enduring and even intensifying presence of militarism around the globe is not what was 
generally expected at the end of the Cold War. Militarism had taken off in the second half of 
the 19th century as large-scale conscription became the continental European norm, as military 
service became a common male experience transcending class divides, as industrialized states 
devoted ever more resources to preparing for war, and as total warfare blurred the line 
between home-front and battlefront. But, over the decades since the Second World War, 
warfare between industrialized nations became rare, the full-scale mobilization of total war 
receded, large conscript armies gradually gave way to smaller, volunteer, professional forces, 
and the privileged classes again largely stopped serving. After the Cold War, in the wealthy, 
industrialized Global North, military spending declined as governments rushed to reap the 
“peace dividend,” and nationalistic commitments among the mass public wavered. Territorial 
defense was out, international peace-building was in. In these “postmodern militaries,” 
consummate professionalism took the place of warrior culture.10 In short, as the conditions 
facilitating militarism waned in the Global North, it seemed reasonable to expect that militarism 
would taper off.  

In the Global South, superpower meddling had long sustained civil wars and repressive 
regimes. Local armed forces committed massive human rights violations, military officers 
overthrew elected governments and seized power for themselves, and military-led 
governments reaped the benefits of corruption while running the economy into the ground and 
suppressing political opponents. Such behavior hardly endeared soldiers and officers to the 
mass of citizens. With the Cold War’s end, the superpowers’ proxy wars lost steam, but peace 
and stability did not follow. Instead, across Africa and Asia, civil war broke out anew, driven by 
the breakdown of state institutions, the pressures of global capitalism and the opportunities for 
profit, and the international community’s insistence on democratization and elections. Yet 
these wars’ civilian victims did not confront faceless structural forces. They suffered at the 
hands of government and rebel militaries, who forcibly conscripted their children, violated and 
raped their daughters (and sometimes their sons), tortured, pillaged, and murdered. Amidst the 
chaos, and brutality of civil war, there could be no veneration of the armed forces and its 
members. In the 1990s, many believed the Global North and South to be headed on radically 
different trajectories—toward, respectively, stable Kantian peace and Hobbesian anarchy11—
but militarism did not seem a likely feature of either’s future. 

Yet militarism has nevertheless spread around the world over the last three decades, as 
Chapter 2 records. In the United States, during the frenzied years of the War on Terror, its rise 
was unmistakable. Other Anglo regimes, which had once seemed to most embody an anti-
militarist spirit, followed suit. But militarism is not just an American-social-network 
phenomenon. It has diffused across the world. Veneration of the armed forces stretches across 
countries that recruit their armies via conscription and the many other nations that fill the 
ranks with volunteers. It is prominent in countries whose militaries are busy intervening in 
faraway lands, in countries whose militaries have been active only in their region, in countries 
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whose militaries have embraced a global humanitarian ethic and mission, and in countries 
whose militaries have not done much in decades, at least when it comes to their domain of 
professional expertise. It is present in nations in which traditional masculinity is in decline, but 
also in countries where it is alive and well. Militaries responsible for brutal repression at home 
are predictably not much respected, yet many law-abiding armed forces have not enjoyed 
widespread popular acclaim. Victory in brief popular wars has sparked admiration for the 
military, but it has certainly not guaranteed the military’s veneration. Some militaries emerge 
from protracted, unpopular military defeats with their reputations in tatters, while others come 
home to a public that hated the war but loves the troops more than ever. Militarism naturally 
does not manifest in the same ways or to the same degree everywhere, but it has been woven 
into the rhythms, practices, and symbols of everyday life across the world. Chapter 2 shows 
why intuitive explanations for militarism’s global rise and spread remain wanting.  

 
Military Veneration since the Cold War: A Historical Puzzle 

Post-Cold War militarism revolves centrally around venerating soldiers and officers. It is 
puzzling in its global reach and trajectory. It is also puzzling in historical context. 

I use the word militarism with some trepidation, because it has long been such a loaded 
term. So many meanings have been piled on to it that it has often seemed to groan under their 
weight. The early twentieth-century German socialist Karl Liebknecht wrote an entire book, 
which landed him in jail, assailing his country’s militarism, but without bothering to define the 
term.12 Accusations of militarism often say as much about the values and politics of the person 
levying the charge as they do about their target. After all, when was the last time you heard 
anyone proudly declare themselves a militarist? Since the early 20th century, militarism has 
nearly always been only a word of opprobrium, grievance, and incrimination. But selectively 
exploring past understandings of militarism can perhaps help us better specify its contemporary 
nature.  

Consider, for instance, the common definition of militarism as the excessive and even 
reflexive use of military force. From this standpoint, militaristic states have a powerful military 
hammer and see only a world of nails. It sounds reasonable. Some countries do seem more 
inclined to use military force to solve political problems. Some do seem to think little of 
bombing others into oblivion. Some seem to confuse tactical with strategic success, falling prey 
to the error of measuring military effectiveness in terms of “body counts.”13 In his magisterial 
1937 history of militarism, Alfred Vagts thus distinguished between “the military way,” which 
he defined as “winning specific objectives of power with the utmost efficiency,” and militarism, 
whose uses of force primarily serve the interests of the military itself.14  

This typical way of thinking about militarism, however, may blind us to its most notable 
contemporary manifestations. To be clear, this conceptualization of militarism has always been 
problematic. It wrongly assumes that there are widely accepted standards drawing the line 
between legitimate, defensible, and effective uses of force and their illegitimate, indefensible, 
and ineffective—that is, militaristic—cousins. Notwithstanding the aspirations of ethicists and 
strategists, such benchmarks are elusive. But it is even more problematic today. If militarism 
were about turning to the use of force too often and too swiftly, it is not clear that any 
country—even Russia and the United States—would deserve the label. Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine in 2022 seemed to be shocking evidence of its militaristic instincts. But Russia had long 
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tried to tame Ukrainian politics without recourse to overt, full-scale military force. Nor was the 
fact that the war turned out to be a bloody slog a sign that Russia had deployed military force 
reflexively. Its march to Kyiv had been expected to be a romp—not just by Russian President 
Vladimir Putin’s yes-men, but by military analysts around the globe and even by the Ukrainians. 
As for the United States, its military’s global footprint grew after the Cold War, and after 9/11, 
it threw its soldiers into futile campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq, and it deployed drones to 
hunt militants and extremists around the world. But the United States declined to pursue far 
more military interventions than it took up. US leaders often deployed force only after long 
resisting its siren call. In Libya, the United States was at best a reluctant militarist, “leading from 
behind.” In Syria, President Barack Obama, after much delay, ordered only half-hearted half 
measures. When it came to Ukraine, President Joe Biden made clear there would not be US 
boots on the ground, and his administration was cautious about sending Ukraine weapons that 
it feared would provoke the Russian bear.  

Or consider the understanding of militarism as a political program to infuse military 
values—the “spirit of the uniform”—into the broader society and culture. Militarism promotes 
the view that war serves the collective good, not the interests of the rarefied few. It represents 
military service as an obligation for all (at least male) citizens. It intertwines masculinity with 
soldiering, while casting women as, in Jean Bethke Elshtain’s powerful turn of phrase, “beautiful 
souls” who require physical protection but who themselves help men remain “just warriors.”15 
Waging war requires resources—human bodies (historically men) and money—and militarism 
makes it easier for citizens to part with both. 

However, this standard, while arguably true to the militarism of the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, might wrongly lead to the conclusion that militarism is today dead. After all, until 
recently many states were abandoning conscription and reducing spending on their armed 
forces. In 1960 countries on average spent 6.3% of their national economic output on the 
military, versus just 2.2% in 2021. In just ten nations—nearly all in the Middle East—did defense 
spending exceed 5% of gross domestic product. Even Israel, which in the 1970s routinely spent 
more than 20% of its GDP on defense, had, in the decade preceding the attacks of October 7 
(2023), spent just north of 5%.16 Meanwhile, far fewer countries are today using a large-scale 
draft to staff their armed forces. Many exceptions—such as the Baltics, Finland, Israel, South 
Korea, Taiwan—are small, front-line states facing numerically superior foes. Even autocratic 
regimes are wary of demanding military service of their unwilling citizens. Vladimir Putin has 
been reluctant since 2022 to call Russian men to the colors even as the “special military 
operation” in Ukraine faltered, and he has preferred to pay foreign mercenaries and free 
prisoners to fight rather than impose conscription. By the measure of pervasive military values, 
even the United States after 9/11 was not militaristic. President George W. Bush did not want 
Americans to sacrifice in any way amidst the War on Terror. He urged them to “get down to 
Disney World in Florida. Take your families and enjoy life the way we want it to be enjoyed.” His 
vision was one of “consumer patriotism,” not militarized nationalism.17 Nor has the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine tilted Europe toward a militaristic posture by this definition. When in 
November 2025 France’s top general warned that the country must be “prepared to accept 
losing its children,” he sparked a huge public outcry and was derided as a “warmonger.”18 

Writers on militarism in its early 20th century heyday saw the cultural glorification of war, 
mass conscription, and military dominance over policymaking as an interlocking set of 
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institutions, ideologies, and practices designed to mobilize society for total war. They would 
have been confused by the contemporary penchant for venerating a nation’s soldiers in 
countries where civilian control over the military seems largely assured, where soldiers are 
recruited via voluntary means, where the portion of the population under arms is quite small, 
and where there is little popular enthusiasm for war. Focusing on this core element of 
militarism brings the puzzle of modern militarism into sharper focus.  

Venerating miliary men is hardly a 21st century innovation. Cultures and societies across 
history have identified warriors as worthy of admiration. In ancient Greece, service in the city’s 
army was a mark of moral excellence, and those who died in battle were praised as “good 
men.” In Republican Rome, male civic virtue (virtus) was chiefly demonstrated through bravery 
on the battlefield. In the Persian Empire, social standing depended on performing heroic deeds 
that warranted the king’s attention. Early modern Europe was, on the whole, “filled with a 
military spirit”: “Second only to prayer, the exercise of arms was accorded the highest respect 
among all human activities by the societies of the ancient regime.” Between the 14th and 16th 
centuries in Japan, samurai warriors commanded not only the halls of power, but also the 
heights of culture. In Tokugawa Japan (1603-1868), the warrior was to model for other subjects 
the idealized balance among martial ardor, spiritual development, and intellectual cultivation.19  

Within religious traditions too, warriors have often occupied pride of place.20 In the Jewish 
Torah, as often as God is depicted as Israel’s adoring father, God is a righteous warrior on their 
behalf. Despite Jesus’ praise of “the meek,” Christian attitudes changed when the Emperor 
Constantine converted. Ethicists like Augustine worked to reconcile Christian faith with warfare, 
and medieval Christians embraced as “martyrs” the Crusaders who perished while waging just 
war against the heathen. In Islam, calls for jihad against non-Muslims—from 7th century Arabia 
to 16th century Malabar to 21st century Palestine—have portrayed those who answer as the 
most faithful. A commonly cited hadith advises that “the gates of Paradise are under the 
shadows of the swords.” In Hinduism, the warrior Kshatriya caste ranked very near the apex of 
the caste hierarchy. The Rig Veda granted the dead warrior the same credit as one who had 
donated 1,000 cows to the temple, and the Bhagavad Gita declared the fallen warrior worthy of 
entry into the Heaven of the Heroes.21  

In the second half of the 19th century, militarism spread across increasingly febrile Europe 
and beyond. Common soldiers became eligible for decorations for battlefield performance, 
military service became a mark of good citizenship, and the army came to be seen as “a school 
for the nation.”22 In Britain, the soldier was so intensely admired in this period that one critic 
acidly penned, “At the very back of their theology is, I suspect, a belief that if uniforms had 
been worn in the Garden of Eden there would have been no Fall.” In Germany, too, glorification 
of the army and “the soldierly spirit” was commonplace, bolstered by large and active veterans’ 
organizations.23 In Australia, around World War I, the “digger” became a national hero, 
epitomizing creativity, initiative, and “mateship.” In the United States, General William 
Tecumseh Sherman, who had noted during the Civil War that “war is cruelty, and you cannot 
refine it,” was declaring by 1890 that “there is nothing in life more beautiful than the soldier.” 
In 1906 the Harvard philosopher and psychologist William James found war frightful and 
irrational, but he spoke approvingly of the “martial character.”24 Especially after the 1905 
Russo-Japanese War, the Japanese military’s prestige skyrocketed, the government-promoted 
cult of “the honorable war death” gained traction, war heroes seized the public’s imagination, 
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and Bushidō ideals celebrated the samurai as a model for modern Japan’s citizenry. In the new 
nation of Turkey, official history textbooks hailed the country for having “the most developed 
military spirit” and described the Turkish soldier as “strong, dashing, combatant, intelligent, 
diligent, brave” and as serving “as an example of morality and virtue for all of humanity.”25 

But—and this is the key—there is nothing natural about militarism. Soldiers and officers 
have not always and everywhere been objects of universal admiration, and sometimes they 
have even been openly reviled. In the Byzantine empire, in the 10th century, rural and urban 
residents found soldiers’ presence oppressive. Around the same time in Japan, provincial 
governors’ private armies terrorized peasants so terribly, according to one grievance deposited 
with the royal Court, that their behavior was “essentially no different from barbarians.” From 
the late 17th century on, as Europe grew wealthy, observes the military historian Michael 
Howard, the ranks were reputed to be populated by “social drop-outs, criminals, dupes, and 
half-wits who could only be kept under control by ferocious discipline and who when the 
opportunity presented itself were liable to behave with quite bestial savagery.” Frederick the 
Great of Prussia admitted as much, and the Duke of Wellington himself called his soldiers “the 
scum of the earth, enlisted for drink.” This was certainly what American soldiers thought of the 
Redcoats in the War of Independence, according to the historian David McCullough: “the 
sweepings of the London and Liverpool slums, debtors, drunks, common criminals and the like, 
who had been bullied and beaten into mindless obedience.” As a rule, Enlightenment figures 
thought little of standing armies and their soldiers. The Prussian philosopher and poet Johann 
Gottfried Herder dismissed the army as “a hired thoughtless, strengthless, will-less machine,” 
and others scoffed at soldiers as mere “automatons.” In the nineteenth century, British citizens 
felt “repugnance and antipathy to the soldier,” the Army Quartermaster testified to Parliament 
in 1879, and military depots commonly fell prey to classic NIMBY objections.26 

Since its apex around the turn of the 20th century, the presence and intensity of militarism 
has continually wavered. After the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, despite its catastrophic defeat, 
the French Army became chic. But the Dreyfus Affair of the 1890s thrust the officer corps back 
into disrepute. In 1905, one captain wrote to a French Army magazine, “Ten or twenty years 
ago the officer with his mind set on marriage attired himself in dress uniform and white gloves 
in order to seek out his prospective father-in-law. Today he scarcely dares confess that he is an 
officer.” Literature from the late Russian Empire is filled with portraits of officers as “lazy, 
ignorant, uncouth, homicidal and frequently drunk.” Two decades later, Americans displaced 
their disillusion with the Great War onto veterans. After the 1932 Bonus March, many saw 
veterans as self-interested and even greedy. In 1936 Princeton undergraduates sardonically 
announced the formation of the Veterans of Future Wars. They demanded immediate payment 
of $1,000 to men of military age while they were still alive to spend the money. What started as 
a joke spread swiftly, complete with an “itchy palm” greeting that inverted the fascist salute.27 

Nor were soldiers and officers universally respected after the Second World War. In newly 
independent India, elite families increasingly declined to send their sons into the officer corps 
or to see officers as suitable marriage matches for their daughters. French soldiers who after 
1953 returned from Southeast Asia felt rejected. US veterans of the Vietnam War reportedly 
endured abuse at the hands of their fellow Americans. In the late Soviet Union, the Afgantsy 
veterans became synonymous with corruption, looting, desertion, and drug abuse. Among their 
own countrymen, through the 1970s, Mexican soldiers were thought to hail from “the worst 
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elements of society.” In Serbia, after the 1990s Balkan Wars, veterans were often viewed as 
war criminals or “losers.” In eastern portions of the Democratic Republic of Congo, wracked by 
war from the late 1990s on, only the “desperate” pursue military service: “I have never seen a 
family that respects a soldier, they will say of him that he has become a bandit.”28 

In fact, even militaristic societies and cultures have often regarded soldiers with a certain 
ambivalence. In the Bible, God rejects King David’s bid to build the Temple in Jerusalem 
because “you are a man of battles and have shed blood.” From as early as the 4th century, many 
Christian theologians believed that all killing, even in a just war, was sinful. Famously, the 
Norman knights who fought with William the Conqueror were required to perform penance 
after the Battle of Hastings. The warrior aristocrats of 10th century Japan could never reach the 
highest ranks at court because, ethically and religiously besmirched, they ran afoul of Shinto 
prohibitions against pollution.29 This view of killing—as always morally transgressive and 
requiring repentance—finds expression today in the claim that soldiers often suffer from 
unseen “moral injury.”30 Combat veterans are commonly portrayed as damaged, wracked by 
demons, unstable, and dangerous.31 In left-wing circles, volunteer soldiers are pitied both 
because they have been traumatized by combat and because they were compelled into service 
by poverty, by having “no other options.”32  

This brief journey through the history of militarism yields at least three lessons. First, 
veneration of the military is not a historical constant—which means that its emergence in any 
particular time and place needs to be explored and explained. Second, post-Cold War militarism 
has taken shape in a historical moment and configuration that seems unique: a world in which 
democratic governance is widespread, the web of international institutions is dense, military 
service is largely voluntary, traditional gender roles are eroding, war is generally not glorified, 
civilian control is often stable, production chains are still globalized, and international debt 
markets are highly sophisticated. Whatever the drivers of militarism were in the past, they may 
well not be at work now. Third, precisely because post-Cold War militarism centers on 
veneration of soldiers and officers, but does not systematically exalt warfare or saturate society 
and culture with military values, and in fact often seeks to maintain a strict line between these 
spheres, contemporary militarism’s political associations and ramifications are uncertain. 
Whatever followed from militarism in the past may not follow from militarism today. 

 
Making Sense of Military Veneration since the Cold War 

Why do we find ourselves today in an age of militarism? Because veneration of the armed 
forces has been an appealing solution to the problems that politicians and governments have 
had legitimating authority especially since (and in some cases even before) the end of the Cold 
War. As Chapter 3 shows, militaries often enjoy public trust by default. But they particularly 
enjoy the public’s confidence when trust in the political branches of government declines. 
When people lose faith in the political wings of government, they naturally put it instead in 
“aspirationally apolitical” state institutions—like the armed forces, the courts, and the police—
that claim legitimacy on the grounds that they serve the nation as a whole, without favor. 
Chapter 4 tells the story of how, as the Cold War came to a close, both autocracies and liberal 
democracies confronted legitimacy challenges. In an age of democratic capitalism and 
economic globalization, authoritarian regimes had difficulty justifying their rule. Meanwhile, 
political paralysis and polarization eroded trust in democratic government and empowered 
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unelected judges and bureaucrats. With the Cold War’s end, and with optimism for global 
peace and security abundant, militaries around the world entered the 1990s with less claim on 
national budgets—but, ironically, also better positioned to secure elevated social status.  

Militarism, however, is more a matter of social practice and ritual than bottom-up public 
opinion. Soldiers and officers do not become objects of veneration simply because members of 
the mass public sour on politicians. It requires elites across different domains to produce and 
reproduce militaristic tropes and images in speeches and public ceremonies to the point that 
they become normal, conventional, even common-sense. Militarism thus arises as a top-down 
response to challenging political circumstances. Vulnerable post-Cold War political elites 
promoted militarism precisely because they hoped thereby to stabilize their uncertain and 
unsettled claim to legitimate rule. At the very least, perhaps some of the public’s adulation for 
the military would rub off on them. Ideally, though, the more that widely respected and 
admired soldiers and officers recognized their political authority, the more that the public 
would too. In autocracies and democracies alike, in the decades after the Cold War, flailing 
politicians embraced militarism for instrumental reasons. 

Authoritarian regimes, we will see in Chapter 5, have turned to militarism to firm up their 
claim to rule in a historical moment in which democratic elections seem the sole basis for 
political legitimacy. After the disorienting turmoil of the 1990s, President Vladimir Putin of 
Russia leaned heavily into militarism and especially the memory of the Great Patriotic War 
(World War II) to steady the fragile regime he had inherited from Boris Yeltsin. When in 2012 
mass demonstrations broke out all over the country, in protest of Putin’s return to the 
presidency after a four-year hiatus, he doubled down on militarism as a source of regime 
legitimacy. It is not an accident that, as Putin’s rule has become more authoritarian, militaristic 
initiatives in Russia have proliferated.  

Liberal-democratic leaders—the focus of Chapter 6—have also found militarism appealing 
as democratic institutions began to falter and as political polarization picked up, partly as a 
result of the Cold War’s end. Since the 1990s, Democrats and Republicans in the United States 
have not been able to agree on much—except that America’s professional soldiers and officers 
are paragons of patriotic virtue and good citizenship. In the United Kingdom, a fractured public 
daily confronting decaying infrastructure and crumbling services has grown distrustful of their 
elected leaders. But they have rallied around the nation’s military heroes, allegedly mistreated 
on the battlefields of Afghanistan and Iraq and upon their return home. 

Even democracies with fairly well-functioning governments have turned to militarism in 
response to post-Cold War crises of identity. Denmark did not suffer the political paralysis and 
governance failures that undermined other European countries after the Cold War. Yet Danes 
nevertheless found the end of the Cold War deeply discomfiting. The Nordics in general, and 
the Danes in particular, had long defined themselves as offering a “third way,” between the 
communist and capitalist extremes and in opposition to Cold War militarization. But, in the 
1990s, communism was no longer a viable alternative, and Europe as a whole turned its back 
on large-scale military investment and mobilization. The old way of being “Danish” was no 
longer distinctive. Denmark’s politicians and populace responded to their post-Cold War 
identity crisis by reversing course—embracing a new commitment to the utility of military 
force, developing the corresponding battlefield capabilities and expertise, and fostering a novel 
culture of respect and admiration for Denmark’s military personnel.  
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Finally, right-wing populists, Chapter 7 contends, have also promoted the veneration of 
soldiers, especially fallen soldiers, as model citizens. Right-wing populists gained significant 
political traction partly in response to post-Cold War political paralysis, governance failures, and 
demographic and cultural change. Like soldier veneration, their rise is a symptom of post-Cold 
War politics. But populists face unique legitimacy challenges that also incline them to 
militarism. They need to mobilize the energy of “the people” while rendering the public 
otherwise passive and voiceless. Populists would love a nation of soldier-like citizens, who—as 
in militarist mythology—obediently march off to battle without hesitation and even with good 
cheer. Fallen soldiers are especially ideal subjects for populist propaganda, because they cannot 
protest the exploitation of their memories. On taking office, Prime Minister Narendra Modi of 
India swiftly built a long-delayed national war memorial in central Delhi and introduced a 
brand-new veterans day, and the social standing of Indian soldiers and officers has risen 
markedly since the populist Modi took office.  

Perhaps though veneration of the military is basically innocuous or even beneficial. The fact 
that it serves politicians’ interests does not necessarily mean that it has harmful, let alone 
ruinous, effects on citizens and soldiers alike. That is wishful thinking. In Chapter 8, I show that 
military veneration is associated with greater public deference to the views of unelected 
soldiers and officers regarding even basic questions about whether, not merely how, to use 
force. Soliciting and carefully considering military experts’ opinions is essential to informed 
decision-making. But deference means that civilians adopt military experts’ views as their own. 
That is at odds with the basic principles of democracy, with its emphasis on deliberation and 
accountability. Militarism also shifts the terms of the social contract against soldiers by 
weakening public restraints on the use of force. Portraying soldiers as enlisting for reasons of 
patriotism, rather than more extrinsic motives, makes people more supportive of sending them 
into harm’s way. However, militarism does not seem to bring any greater concrete benefits for 
soldiers. Thinking of soldiers as exemplary patriots does not seem to incline people to greater 
generosity to soldiers and veterans. Knowledge of the UK’s Armed Forces Covenant, which is 
expressly about what society owes its soldiers, does not seem to have beneficial effects. In 
short, military veneration seems like a pretty bad deal for democracy, national security, and 
soldiers themselves. 

Veneration of soldiers and the armed forces has a further downside, especially in populist 
regimes—as detailed in Chapter 9. It corrodes military professionalism from within, by 
persuading soldiers of their own superiority and encouraging them to cross over the blurry line 
into politics and policy. When Jair Bolsonaro became president of Brazil in 2019, many officers 
leapt at the chance to get into politics, serving at all levels of the government. It corrodes 
military professionalism from without, by tempting politicians to try to fill the ranks with 
loyalists and turn the military into their personal political instrument. Turkey’s Prime Minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan purged the officer corps twice in one decade, “stacking” the military with 
those he believed would do his bidding. If the professional military resists its politicization, 
valorization gives way to vilification. Politicians come to see senior military officers as their 
enemy, and they accuse the officer corps of being incompetent, politically motivated, or both. 
Since fall 2020, when President Donald Trump at a press conference first publicly alleged that 
America’s generals were fundamentally corrupt, attacking the “woke” military has become a 
standard page in Republican politicians’ and right-wing pundits’ playbook. Over the next four 
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years, it often appeared that tearing into the top brass was a successful way of auditioning to 
be a leading member of a second Trump administration’s national security team.  

The chapters to come back these arguments with a range of complementary evidence.33 
You will be presented with analyses of global public opinion data, the results of novel 
experiments, and quantitative evidence of the military’s place in national rituals and holidays. 
You will also read about how new military-themed holidays were recently introduced in peace-
loving, Good Samaritan Norway and Sweden, how democratic leaders in Australia raised and 
appropriated millions of dollars to build military memorials to wars that ended long ago, how 
China has, all over the country, built shrines to its “martyrs” complete with AI facial 
reconstruction, how both autocrats like Russia’s Vladimir Putin and democratically elected 
leaders in, among others, Spain (in the 1990s), India (in the 2000s), and Poland (in the 2010s) 
militarized their national independence day celebrations, and many more. 

I can hear the retorts at the ready. Should we not admire soldiers’ devotion to the 
community of citizens? Would not all societies be healthier if everyone followed soldiers’ 
example and put the community before themselves? I have great sympathy for a republican 
ethic of citizenship that gives responsibilities and rights equal billing. But not everyone can 
serve in the military or in other branches of public service that come with significant risk to 
one’s life and physical well-being. There are so many other pressing social needs, so many other 
valuable ways of serving the collective with distinction and advancing the common good. The 
public good does not require everyone to risk their lives in the name of the collective. Rather, 
society benefits most if everyone contributes as befits their talents and proclivities. When 
putting on a military uniform ranks above all others in the hierarchy of public service, people 
are discouraged from giving back in other ways to which they might well be better suited. We 
should not ridicule state bureaucrats as moles with green eyeshades whose professional lives 
are consumed with boredom and pettiness. We should not dismiss teachers as those who 
“can’t do.” We should honor all those who sacrifice some personal gain for the collective good. 
We should not put on a pedestal only those who wear a military uniform. When soldiers and 
officers are singled out as exemplars, other forms of public service pale by comparison, and 
those who are not able or willing to shoulder a gun often opt out of public service entirely. 

I am all for reviving the spirit of republicanism, for placing the performance of public duty at 
the center of the social contract. But a romanticized, false narrative of military service will not 
succeed in breathing new life into republican citizenship. It clearly has not succeeded so far—as 
Americans, despite ubiquitous public veneration for the armed forces and its members, seem in 
practice to value most highly the accumulation of personal wealth and celebrity. 

How then should we relate to soldiers and officers? We ignore the armed forces at our peril, 
and disparaging soldiers and officers is at least as dangerous as valorizing them. We need a way 
to engage our military men and women that avoids the extremes of veneration and 
denigration, that bolsters democratic politics and preserves military professionalism. The 
alternative to unquestioning deference to the military, Chapter 10 suggests in conclusion, 
should not be reflexive rejection, but respectful skepticism. The alternative to mythologizing 
our professional soldiers should not be ascribing to them base motives, but rather speaking 
more honestly about soldiers and officers as human beings, in their full complexity, with foibles 
as well as strengths The alternative to thanking all soldiers (even those who have done nothing 
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especially heroic) for serving heroically should not involve belittling them, but thanking them 
for serving democratically—for obeying the will of the people and their elected representatives. 

This will not be easy. Challenging hegemony never is.  
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Chapter 3 
The Origins of Military Veneration 

 
The age of militarism has taken shape as a common strategic solu4on that state leaders around 
the world pursued to address a common poli4cal problem: the moun4ng challenges that 
democra4c and authoritarian leaders alike faced in legi4mizing their rule as the Cold War came 
to a close. But militarism presented itself as an appealing answer because a bo>om-up, popular 
process created a rich soil in which it could thrive. When people lose faith in par4san-poli4cal 
ins4tu4ons, they look to place their trust elsewhere, specifically in ins4tu4ons like the armed 
forces that claim to lie above the dispiri4ng poli4cal melee. When it comes to public trust, the 
government’s loss is the armed forces’ gain. Poli4cians, desperate to right the regime ship, seek 
to exploit the military’s rising status. They revel in public performances of poli4cal theater, in 
which soldier-ci4zens treat the poli4cal class and system as authorita4ve. They promote 
militarism so that these soldiers become, in their fellow ci4zens’ eyes, paragons of patrio4sm 
and commitment to the public good. The hope: that these model ci4zens’ respect for poli4cal 
authority rubs off on the rest and restores the regime’s luster. 
 
Why Militaries Typically Enjoy the Public’s Trust1 

The military as an ins4tu4on has long sat at the center of culture and poli4cs.2 As far back as 
ancient Greece, societies and governments have identified and transmitted values through the 
military. The Renaissance thinker Niccolo Machiavelli believed that regular armed training 
would rekindle the virtues of republican Rome in his degenerate contemporaries. Building on 
that tradition, the French Revolutionaries firmly tied together citizenship and military service at 
the end of the 18th century: service on the battlefield was a critical duty of citizenship, and 
citizens proved themselves worthy of membership in the political community by fighting for it. 
The German sociologist Max Weber saw in military discipline a means of transforming ordinary 
citizens into members of a heroic society. In the late 19th century, European policymakers and 
ideologues put this vision into practice. They installed large-scale male conscription primarily 
for battlefield reasons, but they also saw social benefits. The army, they imagined, could serve 
as a “a school for the nation,” transforming their deeply divided societies into cohesive national 
communities. Over the next century, nation-building elites, in late-industrializing powers and 
postcolonial regimes alike, from the Americas to Africa to Asia, looked to military service as a 
means of overcoming parochial kinship structures and forging national unity.  

Because the armed forces occupy an unusually prominent place in the nation’s cultural 
matrix, they have long been critical sites of contestation and debate over membership in the 
political community. Barring ethnic, racial, and religious minorities from military service can 
send an especially clear signal of their marginal status. From the start, Israel did not permit its 
Arab citizens to serve in the Israel Defense Forces, partly because it feared they would betray 
their new country, which had they been forced to join unwillingly, and partly because service in 
the IDF defined what it meant to be an Israeli. Assigning minority soldiers to the front lines, 
often with poor gear and little training, is another way of communicating how little the state 
values the lives of these citizens. In Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, where Sunni Muslims dominated 
the corridors of power, Shiite Muslims from the country’s south served in the military, but were 
treated as mere cannon fodder.  
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Disadvantaged groups have commonly focused their mobilization for social equality on the 
military. Black Americans famously embraced the “Double V for Victory” campaign during 
World War II, serving with loyalty and distinction for victory against racism both at home and 
abroad. The status of women, gays, and transgender people in the US armed forces has been a 
focus of intense ongoing political contest for well over 30 years—not because liberals have 
thought that sexual and gender equality in the armed forces would make a massive difference 
to the career prospects of large numbers of women, gay, and trans Americans, and not because 
conservatives have thought that there were so many women, gay, and trans Americans in the 
military that their full inclusion would severely harm military effectiveness. At stake for both 
liberals and conservatives was a much larger and more significant question: whether women, 
gay, and trans Americans were equally and fully recognized citizens of the United States. 

The armed forces often enjoys the public’s confidence by default.3 The institution’s status as 
a cultural and political focal point could easily have the opposite effect: it could invite citizens to 
carefully and critically scrutinize it. Rather, people trust the armed forces for the same reasons 
they trust other institutions. The difference is that these two critical conditions normally apply 
in spades to the armed forces. Trus4ng another—whether a person or an ins4tu4on—is 
poten4ally dangerous, because it leaves the truster vulnerable to betrayal.4 This basic premise 
has two implica4ons. First, given the ever-present possibility of decep4on, people bestow trust 
only on ins4tu4ons they need. In an interna4onal environment where physical safety is never 
fully assured, even peace-loving states must maintain significant military force. Only that way 
can they have confidence that the most basic of collec4ve goods—physical security—will be 
sufficiently supplied. The armed forces enjoy a privileged posi4on in the hierarchy of ins4tu4ons 
because, as the psychologist Abraham Maslow put it decades ago, “safety needs” enjoy a 
privileged posi4on in the hierarchy of human values.5  

Second, people trust only ins4tu4ons that have performed well in the past and are likely to 
con4nue delivering on their promise. This implies that ins4tu4ons whose strong performance is 
visible and easily measured are more likely to be trusted. But it also implies that ins4tu4ons 
whose poor performance is not percep4ble or straighaorwardly appraised are also more likely 
to be trusted. For several reasons, militaries today oben fall into the la>er category. First of all, 
since the Second World War, states have fought very few interstate wars by which to evaluate 
militaries’ performance. The Soviet military did not fight between the end of the Second World 
War and the fiasco in Afghanistan in the 1980s, except for border skirmishes with China in 1969. 
Aside from its brief “peace enforcement” opera4on against mighty Georgia in 2008, the Russian 
military did not again openly wage war beyond its borders un4l it invaded Ukraine in 2022. At 
that 4me, analysts on all sides gave the Russian military the benefit of the doubt—which is why 
its floundering against Ukraine early on came as a huge surprise not only to Russian intelligence 
analysts and policymakers, but to their Ukrainian, European, and American counterparts. 

Moreover, even when opera4ons and wars go unexpectedly badly, the armed forces oben 
emerge with their reputa4on less sullied, if not unscathed. Typically civilian government figures 
are held liable. They take the blame for ordering the military to fight an unwinnable war. The 
reason: poli4cians who do not control the reins of power have li>le to gain from holding the 
military accountable, and they have everything to gain from pinning guilt on their poli4cal 
adversaries who preside over the apparatus of government. This is not simply a dynamic of 
democra4c poli4cs. Poli4cal compe44on exists in virtually all autocracies too (with the 
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excep4on of personalist dictatorships). Aber defeat, in fact, autocrats are more likely than their 
democra4cally elected counterparts to lose their heads, not merely their jobs.6 Assigning 
primary fault to the armed forces is in no one’s interest except sihng poli4cians.  

Militaries cannot always evade blame for ba>lefield defeat. First, when the military itself 
rules, when top generals are also government decision-makers, the buck cannot be passed to 
anyone else. The military may s4ll escape accountability due to its sheer power, but not because 
it succeeds in assigning responsibility to any other organ of government. Second, militaries are 
vulnerable when there are clear signs of professional incompetence, such as organiza4onal and 
disciplinary failures for which only the armed forces can be responsible. Yet militaries work hard 
to keep organiza4onal failings under wraps, so that they only rarely come to light.7 
 
BoIom-Up: How Militaries Gain—and Lose—Public Trust 

However, there are 4mes when the public invests more faith in the armed forces.8 Good 
performance helps, and so do higher levels of external threat, which convey the clear need for 
the military’s competent provision of security. But so too does the military’s perceived 
legi4macy. The more civilians in the poli4cal branches of government fri>er away public trust, 
the more the armed forces gain—as long as they stay out of the poli4cal fray. 

Militaries, like courts, claim to lie above the cut-and-parry of poli4cs. Courts profit from a 
“myth of legality” that produces and reinforces the conceits that the law is apoli4cal, that 
judges simply follow the law, and that courts are insulated from everyday poli4cs.9 Militaries 
profit from parallel myth-making that they loyally serve the “na4on” or the “cons4tu4on,” not a 
poli4cal fac4on. In this myth, officers and soldiers are civic warrior-priests who sacrifice 
themselves for enduring values, not the government of the day. In both courts and militaries, 
rituals, prac4ces, and symbols sustain the pretense.  

In reality, of course, militaries can, and oben do, act in ways contrary to their apoli4cal, non-
par4san legi4ma4on. Yet it is revealing that, when La4n American militaries in the 1960s and 
1970s seized the reins of government, they said they were “saving the na4on” from venal 
poli4cians or “upholding the cons4tu4on” against threats from within or without.10 Militaries 
have read from this same script for decades. The 2019 sob coup against Evo Morales was, 
according to the head of the armed forces, “for the good of our Bolivia.” In Mali in 2020, the 
officers who forced the president to resign styled themselves the “Na4onal Commi>ee for the 
Salva4on of the People.” Their spokesman explained that they had acted “to take our 
responsibili4es before the people and before history.” The next year, in Guinea, the putschists 
asserted that they had dissolved the government and declared the cons4tu4on invalid because 
“the duty of a soldier is to save the country.”11 Even when militaries have waded into poli4cs, 
their standard playbook reaffirms their commitment to being apoli4cal. They paradoxically claim 
the right to intervene in the na4on’s poli4cs because only they stand above poli4cs.  

Distrust of par4san-poli4cal state ins4tu4ons, like the legislature, redounds to the benefit of 
aspira4onally non-par4san ins4tu4ons like the armed forces. When par4san ins4tu4ons fail to 
provide public goods and when allega4ons of corrup4on dog poli4cians, aspira4onally non-
par4san ins4tu4ons are not guilty by associa4on. Rather, they enjoy a “halo” effect: they appear 
to be saints when others seem to be sinners. When civilian officials are seen as incompetent, 
the military appears rela4vely competent. When civilian officials are perceived as corrupt, the 
military seems rela4vely unimpeachable. When poli4cal ins4tu4ons have fri>ered away the 
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public’s trust, the military appears rela4vely trustworthy. The underlying logic is rooted in the 
psychology of mo4vated bias. People have needs that they cannot provide for themselves. 
When government fails to sa4sfy those needs, they have psychological incen4ves to invest other 
ins4tu4ons, especially those legi4mated in radically different terms, with more trust—unless 
and un4l those ins4tu4ons prove wan4ng. As a result, par4san-poli4cal ins4tu4ons’ loss of trust 
and legi4macy is the military’s gain.  

Public opinion on confidence in the military around the world between 2006 and 2021, 
collected by Gallup, bu>resses this argument. As Figure 1 shows, public confidence in the 
judicial system and in the police are highly correlated with confidence in the armed forces. 
When trust in judges and police officers climbs (moving to the right along the X axis), confidence 
in the armed forces climbs too (moving upwards along the Y axis). To give you a sense of the 
strength of this associa4on, in a country ranking in the 25th percen4le in trust in the police in a 
given year—places as varied as Belarus (2018), Romania (2010), Mongolia (2014), and Argen4na 
(2021)—on average 64 percent of people are likely to express confidence in the armed forces. In 
a country ranking in the 75th percen4le in trust in the police—which includes wealthy na4ons 
like Italy (2012), the Netherlands (2016), Spain (2015), and Sweden (2017), but also poorer 
countries like Burkina Faso (2013), Cambodia (2017), and Madagascar (2011)—74 percent on 
average similarly trust the military. This analysis takes into account (in the language of sta4s4cs, 
controls for) a wide range of other factors that can affect confidence in the armed forces, 
including its recent performance, perceived quality, interna4onal threat level and the public’s 
need for the ins4tu4on, the military’s involvement in poli4cs, as well as measures of the 
country’s democracy, popula4on, wealth, and development.12 

 
Figure 1 

Confidence in the Judiciary and Police & Trust in the Armed Forces 

 
 

However, per Figure 2, the more people perceive their government as corrupt, the more 
they place their trust in the armed forces. Other ways of measuring public confidence in major 
poli4cal ins4tu4ons—such as, percep4on of improving living standards or direct measures of 
confidence in the “na4onal government”—have similar effects.13 Countries whose governments 
are generally thought to be highly corrupt—such as Italy or Nigeria—trust their militaries 
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significantly more than countries whose governments are not perceived as corrupt—such as 
Sweden. In other words, there does seem to be a substan4al “halo” effect: when government is 
perceived as venal and dishonest, the military seems rela4vely pure and trustworthy. 

 
Figure 2 

Perceived Government CorrupXon & Trust in the Armed Forces 

 
 
This follows as long as the military remains more or less true to its non-par4san claims to 

legi4macy. However, when the military does not distance itself from par4san poli4cal 
ins4tu4ons, when people see the armed forces as penetrated by poli4cal interests, and when 
the military is central to everyday governance, its legi4macy erodes. As Figure 3 shows, the 
more government relies on the military for cri4cal poli4cal support—that is, as the military’s 
poli4cal power rises—the less the public trusts the armed forces.14 Countries where the 
military’s poli4cal power is very limited—such as Portugal, Australia, and other consolidated 
democracies—have on average nearly 20 percent more confidence in the armed forces than do 
countries under direct military rule, like Egypt. Other ways of measuring military influence over 
poli4cs—such as whether the military rules directly or whether the head of state is a former 
military officer15—have similar effects.16  
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Figure 3 
Military PoliXcal Power & Confidence in the Armed Forces 

 
 
The underlying logic, however, suggests a more nuanced and interes4ng claim: the more the 

military becomes a par4san-poli4cal actor like any other, the more people judge it by the 
standards they apply to all par4san-poli4cal ins4tu4ons—performance. When the military-
influenced (or -ruled) government delivers the public goods people expect—such as economic 
growth and protec4on from human rights abuses—the military shares some of the credit, and 
confidence in the armed forces rises. When it falls short by those measures, the military shares 
some of the blame, and confidence in the armed forces falls. That is precisely what I find. The 
leb side of Figure 4 portrays the rela4onship between economic performance, measured in 
terms of growth, and trust in the military when the military exercises li>le domes4c poli4cal 
power. In that circumstance, the line is essen4ally flat: the government’s economic performance 
has no effect on public confidence in the military. That is not true when the military is poli4cally 
influen4al, as in the right side of Figure 4. Under those condi4ons, the line slopes upward: 
higher economic growth is associated with significantly more public trust in the military. No4ce 
as well that, when government delivers the economic goods—that is, GDP growth is in the 90th 
percen4le—confidence in the armed forces is basically the same regardless of whether the 
military holds poli4cal power.17 
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Figure 4 
Military PoliXcal Power, Economic Performance & Confidence in the Armed Forces 

 
 
Might these results, however, overstate the public’s trust in the armed forces? Aber all, 

people have good reason to be afraid of those holding the guns, and they may claim to have 
confidence in the armed forces even when they do not. People also tend to inflate their support 
for posi4ons that they think are “socially desirable,” like holding a good opinion of the military.18 
These dynamics are surely at work in different places. However, if people especially hold their 
tongues when the military is poli4cally powerful, that bu>resses my findings; it implies that, 
when the military is poli4cally influen4al and ac4ve, actual public confidence in the armed 
forces is even lower than I find. And if people express trust in the armed forces out of social 
pressure, that is itself evidence of militarism at work. Finally, the core finding—that lower trust 
in par4san-poli4cal ins4tu4ons drives trust in the armed forces—holds even when I account for 
respondents’ “preference falsifica4on.” When I exclude from the analysis cases in which people 
are most likely to exaggerate their trust in the armed forces—countries where confidence in the 
military is already very high (above 70 percent) or countries where the military has a significant 
level of influence over the government and poli4cal system—the findings are unaltered.19 

 
Top-Down: Why PoliXcians Turn to Militarism 

Soldiers and officers do not become objects of veneration simply because the mass public 
loses faith in politicians. Falling trust in political institutions certainly primes people to place 
their trust instead in ins4tu4ons like the military that claim to lie outside, and indeed above, 
poli4cal compe44on. It creates a welcoming social foundation for militaristic initiatives. It 
inclines people to believe that soldiers and officers are paragons of patrio4sm and exemplars of 
good ci4zenship. But it takes political and cultural elites to push at that open door. Only they 
can transform amorphous pro-military public sentiment into concrete social and public 
practices and rituals that valorize soldiers and veterans. Only they can commission new public 
works of art and popular culture, transform educa4onal curricula, authorize civil society and 
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youth groups, and promote new histories and na4onal narra4ves that center on military 
sacrifice. Only they can seek legally to suppress more cri4cal histories and alterna4ve 
narra4ves.20 Only their interven4ons into poli4cs, history, and culture can make the venera4on 
of soldiers and officers seem u>erly normal and conven4onal. 

Why though would governments whose authority is flagging and poli4cians who are 
distrusted push militaris4c myths in their speeches, organize military parades, arrange 
militaris4c displays, and surround themselves with gli>ering medals? Because militarism can 
help mi4gate their legi4macy problems. When highly respected military men and women 
par4cipate in ceremonies and rituals that treat the poli4cian as a legi4mate authority and that 
convey their subordina4on to civilian authority, they implicitly proclaim that the civilian office-
holder wields power righaully. At military parades, soldiers and officers salute poli4cians at the 
dais as they process past. When na4onal leaders deliver major policy speeches before military 
audiences, soldiers and officers’ presence, whether cheering or in respecaul silence, conveys 
their acceptance and affirma4on of the leader’s right to speak. When poli4cians greet soldiers 
in informal sehngs, soldiers typically offer an enthusias4c welcome, regardless of party 
affilia4on, indica4ng both their devo4on to the cons4tu4onal order and their cer4fica4on of the 
poli4cian as a legi4mate representa4ve of that order. These public events not only a>est to and 
elevate the military’s status, but are public, ritualized performances of poli4cal authority. They 
send a powerful signal to the broader public that the poli4cal branches of government are, 
notwithstanding their flaws, s4ll worthy. They communicate that, no ma>er how self-interested 
poli4cians may seem and no ma>er how crass they may appear in dealing with their poli4cal 
adversaries, they—like the honorable, self-sacrificing soldiers and officers surrounding them—
s4ll recognize and serve the common good. 

From the flailing poli4cian’s vantage point, the more roman4cized the soldier, the greater 
the poli4cal benefit. The more socially valorized soldiers are, and the more virtuous people 
believe them to be, the greater the good they do for the prospects of the faltering poli4cian and 
the larger poli4cal system. These public displays invite everyday ci4zens to ask themselves: if 
the exemplary military ci4zen invests the elected office-holder or bureaucra4c appointee with 
legi4mate authority, then should not I, a far less than unimpeachable ci4zen? The power of that 
rhetorical ques4on is directly related to the perceived social distance between heroic, self-
sacrificing, patrio4c soldier-ci4zens and their real civilian counterparts. When common ci4zens 
perceive that gap to be large, the signal communicated by soldiers’ and officers’ par4cipa4on in 
ceremonies and rituals reaffirming poli4cal authority is especially great. Poli4cal elites, across 
the poli4cal spectrum, consequently have incen4ves to idealize ac4ve-duty soldiers and officers 
as well as veterans and to promote their social venera4on. Militarism increases the gap 
between soldiers and non-serving ci4zens and thereby bolsters the system’s legi4macy as well 
as poli4cians’ authority.  

Militarism is not a risk-free poli4cal strategy. Proclaiming the military’s virtues can cast 
poli4cians’ vices into sharper relief. The more the soldier seems like the epitome of a noble, 
public-minded, self-sacrificing ci4zen, the more people may be reminded that the stereotypical 
poli4cian is scheming, self-interested, and corrupt. The more they are exposed to militaris4c 
rhetoric and rites, the more people may be inclined to compare these very different public 
figures and find the poli4cian wan4ng. Militarism can then bind poli4cians’ hands and insulate 
military leaders from cri4cism. It can embolden officers to resist civilians, and it may even make 
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officers confident that the populace would welcome their interven4on in poli4cs. Ci4zens were 
supposedly enthusias4c when General Abdel Fa>ah el-Sisi and the Egyp4an military overthrew 
President Muhammed Morsi in 2013, when the Bolivian military “suggested” to President Evo 
Morales in 2019 that he resign aber large-scale sustained popular protests, and when the 
Guinean military ousted President Alpha Conde in 2021.21 If officers truly drink the militaris4c 
Kool-Aid, they may even come to believe that they really are superior.22 

The fact is though that poli4cians rou4nely overlook these risks. How poli4cians roman4cize 
the armed forces varies. In many countries, militarism takes a tradi4onal form. In these na4ons, 
poli4cians do not acknowledge the diverse and oben pecuniary mo4ves that bring soldiers into 
the ranks, but celebrate soldiers as exemplary patriots. They do not concede the reality that, in 
modern militaries, fewer and fewer soldiers are located at the 4p of the spear. They do not 
acknowledge that the lines between civilian and military exper4se have become quite blurry, 
that many soldiers and officers primarily perform tasks that are largely indis4nguishable from 
those they might perform outside the armed forces—as, among others, logis4cs experts, 
mechanics, land surveyors, health professionals, and lawyers. They con4nue to depict soldiers 
as if all were warriors whose greatest ambi4on was to be, in US Secretary of Defense Pete 
Hegseth’s favorite term, “lethal.” They hail compensated volunteer soldiers for their “sacrifices 
for the na4on.” They oddly speak of long-serving professionals as if they were “ci4zen-soldiers.” 

The United States is a prime example of tradi4onal militarism, but it is not alone. In the mid-
2000s, the Canadian Armed Forces abandoned its peacekeeping orienta4on in favor of a warrior 
posture. The Harper government rebranded the military as the Canadian Armed Forces (rather 
than the Canadian Forces, as they had been known since the 1990s), and male-only special-
forces teams became its most pres4gious units. The only par4al concession made to its previous 
peacekeeping iden4ty was that its soldiers were commonly cast as “helpful heroes.” In that 
same period, Denmark fully embraced its iden4ty as a “warrior na4on,” and its soldiers who 
died in Afghanistan were portrayed as “heroic …. patriots defending na4onal values.” China’s 
People’s Libera4on Army (PLA) recruitment videos of the 2010s embraced a bloodlust that 
makes US military adver4sing seem rela4vely tame: “Roar with animal spirit, from the center to 
the border. Let’s go to war, let’s fight to win! There is no 4me to waste, the moment of life and 
death has arrived / you are not afraid / just wait for the command to kill! Kill! Kill!” These 
adver4sements tended to associate top-notch military performance with bare-chested, muscled 
masculinity: “army service has made me into a manly man,” and “always remember that a man 
should strive to perform immortal feats!” They also reinforced tradi4onal gender roles. One 
called upon women to demonstrate their devo4on to the na4on not by serving in the PLA, but 
by washing soldiers’ clothes, like “camp followers” of yore.23 

In other countries, however, soldiers are equally idealized, but in the service of a very 
different set of values. In these countries, soldiers are less lethal warriors than generous 
humanitarians and peacemakers, less gung-ho patriots than consummate professionals, less 
na4onalists than cosmopolitans.24 The Dutch soldier, for instance, should be—in an ob-
rehearsed adage—“as civilian as possible, as military as necessary.” In Germany, ini4al 
reluctance in the 1990s to embrace the Bundeswehr’s involvement in “out-of-area” 
peacekeeping opera4ons swibly gave way to enthusias4c acceptance. During its interven4on in 
Afghanistan, even referring to the opera4on as “war,” rather than “armed humanitarianism,” 
produced an outcry in a country that since World War II has been a “pacifist society at heart.” 
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Sweden was proud of its tradi4on of “armed neutrality”—before the war in Ukraine led it to join 
NATO.25 If militarism means aggressive na4onalism, these countries’ cultures represent its very 
an4thesis. But if militarism means, as I employ the term here, the venera4on and idealiza4on of 
soldiers and officers, then these countries are equally militaris4c. Because it is military men and 
women who are being put forward as exemplars of what it means to be a 21st century 
Dutchman or Swede. Nursery school teachers, employees of the Agriculture Ministry, foreign 
service officers, NGO workers, and captains of industry might all have been touted as models of 
good ci4zenship. But they were not—and soldiers were. 

Promo4ng militarism is a strategic choice that poli4cal, social, and culture elites make. It 
carries significant risks, but poli4cians embrace militarism anyway—as at least part of the 
answer to their systemic challenges of poli4cal legi4macy and authority. In the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries, those challenges revolved in Europe around class poli4cs, the appeal of 
socialism, and pressures for democra4za4on. The Cold War was a global conflict, which 
reverberated around the world. Its end was no less momentous. With the Cold War over, 
democracies and autocracies alike confronted different but equally significant challenges to 
their poli4cal legi4macy. For both, militarism proved appealing. 
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Chapter 2 
Militarism Gone Global 

 
Since the end of the Cold War, Americans’ penchant for militaristic gestures and displays has 
known no bounds. Militarism has become so deeply interwoven into the fabric of daily 
American life that Americans are more surprised when emcees at sporting events do not 
prompt them to give thanks to honored veterans than when they do. They are shocked when 
they hear of politicians expressing disrespect toward soldiers. Even Donald Trump—a politician 
whose very brand is norm transgression—vociferously denied media reports from credible 
sources that he had denigrated injured and dead soldiers.1 James Fallows put it well in The 
Atlantic in 2015. “[M]odern America … gazes admiringly at its [military] heroes,” he wrote. Its 
politicians routinely, when it comes to the armed forces, delight in “overblown, limitless praise, 
absent the caveats or public skepticism we would apply to other American institutions, 
especially ones that run on taxpayer money.”2 Americans abroad often note how militaristic 
rituals that are familiar to Americans are absent or relatively muted elsewhere. One American 
journalist living in Germany observed in 2009, “ ‘Support the troops’ can start to sound like a 
hollow mantra until you live in a country that just doesn’t do it… To this American, the talk 
show hosts’ and football announcers’ greetings to the soldiers had begun to sound a bit 
obligatory until I returned from Afghanistan and started really paying attention to German 
television, hoping to catch just one similar gesture. So far I haven’t.”3 

When it comes to militarism, the United States may be exceptional in degree, but it is not 
exceptional either in kind or in general trajectory. Veneration of the military has been rising in 
many countries around the world since the 1990s. This shared developmental path has been 
easily overlooked in part because the United States’ military profile—not just its militaristic 
practices, but also its spending and kinetic activity—has long overshadowed all other countries 
and in part because the military’s growing cultural prominence has, in many places, not been 
accompanied by greater military expenditure or greater interest in military careers. It also 
stems though from the sheer diversity of how countries display their regard for soldiers and 
veterans. Certain practices—like honoring veterans at public sporting events—are distinctively 
American, but others, common elsewhere, are not part of the American repertoire. For 
instance, in Israel, when the siren blasts, the entire country, even traffic on the highways, 
comes to a halt for one minute on Yom HaZikaron (Memorial Day). Americans with close 
familial connections to the fallen may visit their loved ones’ graves on Memorial Day, but the 
nation as a whole seems to honor the military fallen annually with retail sales and barbecues 
and a good deal less solemnity.4 In France, the annual multi-day celebration of Bastille Day has 
long included impressive displays of the nation’s military might. The United States has 
occasionally held military parades after victory in war, but not on July 4th. In fact, in 2017, 
President Donald Trump came home inspired by his visit to France, only to be told by the vice 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff that military parades are “what dictators do.”5 During the 
War on Terror, Britons from all over lined the streets of a small town, Wootton Bassett, through 
which fallen soldiers’ hearses passed on the way to the Coroner’s Office in Oxford. There was 
no parallel grassroots honoring of “repatriated” US soldiers’ sacrifice at Dover Air Force Base. 
However, just because other countries honor their soldiers differently does not mean that they 
necessarily honor them less.  
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If countries and their citizens convey respect (or disrespect) for soldiers in countless, locally 
expressed forms, how do I know that soldier veneration has risen within nations and spread 
across them over the last few decades? Three sources of data, each imperfect on its own, 
warrant this conclusion: surveys of public confidence in the armed forces; the role of the 
military in the celebration of national independence days; and the introduction of new military-
themed holidays. In recent decades, public trust in the military has been high, and generally 
rising, in most regions of the globe. Between the 1990s and the 2010s, national celebrations of 
independence days increasingly revolved around the armed forces. A surprising number of new 
military-themed holidays were introduced onto national calendars since the end of the Cold 
War. Taken together, these data points suggest that militarism has gone global in recent 
decades. The last section of the chapter draws on common accounts of militarism to try to 
explain this development. It remains a puzzle. 

 
In the Military We Trust 

Around the world, the armed forces have become one of the most—and often the most—
trusted central state institution.6 This was not always the case. Notably undisciplined and 
corrupt during the Vietnam War, and weighed down by an unequal and unfair draft, the US 
military had squandered Americans’ trust by the early 1970s. In 1975 just 27% of Americans 
said they had “a great deal” of confidence in the military, even fewer—22%—said the same in 
1981 when the All-Volunteer Force seemed to be struggling, and under 25% had “a great deal” 
of confidence in the military as late as September 1988. Eastern Europeans emerged out of 
communism with little trust in their militaries, whose professional competence they doubted 
and whose leadership was beholden to the communist regimes the populace had rejected. 
Across Europe as a whole, the military was in 1990 less trusted than the police, the church, the 
European Union, and the educational system. In Latin America and sub-Saharan Africa, where 
militaries had often looked inward more than outward, repeatedly seized power, and repressed 
political opponents, publics for good reason expressed little trust in the institution and its 
members.7  

Trust in the military rebounded substantially after the Cold War.8 In the United States, 
confidence in the armed forces began to recover with the 1991 Gulf War. Between 30 and 35% 
of Americans had “a great deal of confidence” in the armed forces throughout the 1990s. That 
figure climbed into the 40-48% range after 9/11 and remained at that remarkable level for 
nearly 20 years, through 2020.9 Over the course of the 1990s, trust in the military across Europe 
rose so much that it was second only to the educational system by 2000; within the EU, the 
military ranked first among 16 institutions, exceeding even trust in the school system.10 
Residents of most countries included in the periodic World Values Survey expressed 
significantly more confidence in their nation’s armed forces in 2017-2022 (Wave 7) than they 
had in 1981-1984 (Wave 1). In the earlier period, 66% of Australians expressed “a great deal” or 
“quite a lot” of confidence in the armed forces (versus “not very much” and “none at all”), 
compared to 82% in the later span—a relative increase (RI) of nearly 25%. Confidence among 
Canadians rose from 58% to 75% (RI 29%), among Finns from 71% to 88% (RI 24%), and among 
Japanese from 35% to 67% (RI 91%).11 

We have much better regional and global data in the 2000s, courtesy of Gallup.12 After 
2006, Gallup regularly asked people around the world whether they had confidence in a series 
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of institutions, including the armed forces.13 Across the world, between 2006 and 2021, average 
trust in the military was very high: over 68% of people said they had confidence in the armed 
forces. There was of course significant variation across regions, per Figure 1. Reflecting their 
region’s history of corrupt and incompetent military rule and of brutal violence in combating 
insurgents, Latin American states displayed the lowest levels of trust, with an average of just 
49%. In all other regions, however, annual trust in the armed forces averaged 65% or more. 
There were especially high levels of trust in Western Europe and North America, the Middle 
East and North Africa, and the Asia-Pacific region. Average trust in the military in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, Eastern Europe, and Central Asia—which also have long histories of military, intelligence, 
and security agencies abusing their power—was somewhat lower. 

Figure 1 also reveals discontinuous changes within regions’ confidence in the armed forces. 
Average trust dipped substantially in the Middle East and North Africa around the Arab Spring, 
but then rebounded after 2017; thereafter, the MENA region has enjoyed the highest trust in 
the armed forces. Trust in Latin American militaries climbed steadily over the span, though 
admittedly from a fairly low base. Trust in Western Europe and North America rose dependably 
as well. In contrast, Asians’ and sub-Saharan Africans’ trust in their militaries was stable, and 
Eastern Europeans’ confidence increased more modestly.  
 

Figure 1. Average Confidence in the Military Across Regions, 2006-2021 

 
Source: Gallup 
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In addition, average confidence in the military was higher between 2006 and 2021 than 
trust in other major institutions: the police, the justice system, financial institutions, and the 
national government—per Figure 2. Region-level data points in the same direction: the military 
was either the most trusted institution, or the second most trusted by a slim margin.  

 
Figure 2. Global and Regional Confidence in Institutions, 2006-2021 

 
Source: Gallup 
 

It is fair to ask what these expressions of confidence in the military really mean to 
respondents. We know, for instance, that trust in the military is often trumped by political and 
partisan interests. In 2019, I surveyed Americans about whether presidents should (or should 
not) order a military intervention in line with senior military officers’ guidance and against their 
own better judgment. I was initially surprised that those who most distrusted the US military 
were also, paradoxically, those most inclined to endorse presidential deference to military 
leaders. This puzzling finding became much less so, however, when I realized that those who 
most distrusted the US military were the same people who thought least favorably about the 
then-sitting president, Donald Trump. They distrusted senior military officers, but they 
distrusted Trump even more. They likely wanted the military to serve as a brake on a president 
they saw as uniquely solipsistic, impulsive, and reckless.14 Before Joe Biden’s victory at the polls 
in November 2020, I thought that, were he to win, these self-declared liberal respondents 
would snap back to form, oppose the military’s public involvement in policy debate, and 
embrace democratic norms of civil-military relations. In late June 2021, when I fielded the 
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survey, they mostly did not. Why? Because, in the meantime, right-wing politicians and pundits 
had started assailing the military for teaching “critical race theory,” and they blamed the recent 
history of poor US battlefield performance on the military’s alleged “wokeness.” Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs General Mark Milley had punched back at a congressional hearing. Americans 
on both sides of the aisle inferred that the professional military was no friend of Trump. It 
would only help Biden, all thought, if the generals waded into the political swamp.15  

If trust in the military is so easily set aside in favor of political and partisan interest, maybe it 
does not mean all that much. In that same vein, some argue that expressed trust masks a 
shallow commitment to soldiers’ well-being.16 Others suggest that people may exaggerate their 
declared confidence in the armed forces either because they fear retribution or because they 
think pro-military views are expected—that is, in the jargon, they are “socially desirable.”17  

Trust in the armed forces is a flawed indicator, but it still tells us something important. 
People who say that they have great trust in the military are more likely to back the use of force 
and higher defense spending. They are more likely to engage in public and private activities 
supporting the armed forces. They are more likely to recommend a military career to family and 
friends. They are more likely to grant the military freedom from oversight and to be open to the 
military’s participation in politics.18 Expressed confidence in the armed forces may be 
somewhat shallow or even forced, but it nevertheless has real consequences. Moreover, if 
people are inclined to profess confidence in the military because they think it is socially 
expected, then their answers are a sign of militarism’s sway—not despite being lies, but 
because they are lies! 

 
Celebrating the Nation, through the Military 

Independence days are revealing moments. In celebrating them, nations exhibit their 
values, produce and reproduce the boundaries of national membership, and give voice to their 
preferred historical narrative. These festivities do not express how everyday life is actually 
lived, but rather what life in the nation should look like, what sort of political community it 
imagines itself, or aspires, to be. These performances often enact hierarchies of citizenship—
which are most valued, to what rights different classes are entitled, and what demands the 
state may legitimately make. Nearly a century ago, the historian Alfred Vagts identified the use 
of soldiers for ceremonial functions as a classic form of militarism. “In a world which becomes 
increasingly secularized, the ceremonial function of soldiers and the military arrangement of 
mass ceremonies grow in equal measure,” wrote Vagts. “Ever since the rise of standing armies, 
the soldier has been employed to a varying degree as a ceremonial appurtenance.”19 

How soldiers serve as “ceremonial appurtenances” continues to be highly varied. Some 
countries feature large-scale military parades—columns of soldiers marching impeccably in 
formation, arrays of missiles and tanks and armored personnel carriers rolling past the 
grandstand, naval flotillas amassed in port, highly-trained personnel displaying their honed 
skills (shooting or parachuting or piloting aircraft). Whether to intimidate, impress, or both, 
these parades also indicate where the military ranks in the national pantheon. Some countries 
combine celebrations with rituals of militarized mourning. Amidst concerts, fireworks, and 
merrymaking, they insert a note of solemnity to express gratitude for soldiers’ sacrifices in 
earning the nation’s independence and safeguarding its security. In other cases, military 
displays are relatively tangential—with a small honor guard present, or a military band playing, 
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or a small performance force, like the US Air Force’s Blue Angels, executing death-defying 
stunts. In some cases, the only military presence is in the reviewing stand, where top-ranking 
military officers sit alongside other elements of national leadership.  

How countries around the world celebrate their independence days,20 and specifically how 
they involve the armed forces in these celebrations, is another way of grasping militarism. 
When celebrations include larger military parades, with significant displays of cutting-edge 
weapons platforms,21 held at military sites, and alongside mourning of fallen soldiers, it seems 
reasonable to infer that the armed forces and battlefield sacrifice occupy a more central place 
in the nation’s cultural complex. I combine these elements to create a Militarism Independence 
Day Index22 for the world’s top 50 military spenders between 1980 and 2019.23 

As reflected in the left-hand side of Figure 3, the global average Militarism Independence 
Day Index score fell from the 1980s to the 1990s. It is hardly surprising that the end of the Cold 
War brought not only less spending on defense and the armed forces—the vaunted “peace 
dividend”—but less militarism. The decline was particularly notable among countries that 
joined the “third wave” of democratization. Grandiose military parades had been a notable 
feature of public national celebrations in both Communist regimes and military dictatorships. 
Some countries—such as Romania and Chile—retained their highly militarized independence 
day celebrations even as they embraced democracy. But others, such as Poland and Taiwan, 
swiftly jettisoned their past militarized practices. They wanted to signal, to their populations, to 
the European Union and NATO, to the United States, and to the larger international 
community, that they had turned a political corner and there was no going back. Financial 
considerations may also have played a role in countries like Poland: military parades are 
expensive propositions, and their economies were floundering amidst the “shock therapy” 
transition to capitalism.  

However, from around 2000 forward, the armed forces played an increasingly prominent 
role in nations’ independence day celebrations. Not surprisingly, as the left-hand side of Figure 
3 clearly shows, countries that spend more on their militaries (as a percentage of GDP) like to 
show them off more during national independence day festivities. But, overall, the Militarism 
Independence Day Index scores of high and low military spenders moved largely in parallel. 
Among both sets of countries, their scores fell dramatically when the Cold War came to an end 
and then rose substantially over the next decade. In the 2010s, high spenders dialed back their 
militaristic displays on independence day, but low spenders kept ramping them up, and overall 
the index stayed steady. Both high and low spenders’ observances spotlighted the armed forces 
more in the 2010s than they had even amidst the Cold War in the 1980s.  

One might have thought that autocracies would particularly revel in militarized 
independence day displays. As the right-hand side of Figure 3 shows, that was true in the 
1980s, when autocracies scored significantly higher on the Independence Day Militarism Index 
than did democracies. With the end of the Cold War, autocratic regimes devoted less attention 
to militaristic displays than they had the decade before. But, from the 1990s through the 2010s, 
democracies’ armed forces played an ever larger role in their independence day celebrations, 
and autocracies’ Militarism Independence Day Index scores in the 2000s far surpassed their 
scores in the 1980s. By the end of the range, democracies and autocracies’ index scores were 
essentially identical.24  
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The chief driver of this increase was the military parade. Per Figure 4, each decade, 

between the 1990s and the 2010s, more countries’ independence day celebrations featured a 
parade with a military presence, those parades increasingly displayed high-tech military 
platforms and weapons like tanks, airplanes, and missiles, and the size of the military 
contingents in the parades also grew. 

 

 
 
Just because a country’s independence day celebrations do not feature the military does 

not necessarily mean that the country lack a militaristic temperament. Military veneration 
skyrocketed in the United States after the 1990s and especially during the War on Terror, but 
the US armed forces remained peripheral to national celebrations—until Donald Trump came 
along. The Israel Defense Forces has long enjoyed high levels of public confidence, even in the 
wake of failures, like the October 7th attacks. High-ranking IDF generals have smoothly 
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parachuted into positions of political leadership. Parents whose children were killed on the 
battlefield have long garnered special respect and social standing in Israel’s “culture of 
bereavement.” Yet the celebration of Israel’s independence day stopped including a military 
parade in the late 1960s, at the height of the country’s post-Six Day War hubris. Other countries 
love a good military parade, but not on independence day. Under Vladimir Putin, Russia heavily 
militarized its annual Victory Day ceremonies, celebrating its triumph in the Great Patriotic War 
(World War II), but generally downplayed Russia Day. 

As a result, the Independence Day Militarism Index scores may well understate the 
presence and rise of military veneration around the globe. At the same time, because these 
data come from only the top 50 military spenders around the world, I cannot confidently assert 
that militarism everywhere is on the upswing. It seems likely that smaller, poorer countries that 
spend less on their armed forces would also have lower baseline Militarism Index scores—
though their scores may still have risen from those lower baselines. It is possible that some 
countries spend less not because they cannot afford to, but because their leaders or 
populations are committed to spending more on the welfare state, on butter rather than guns. 
But there would have to be many such states for such ideological and political considerations to 
have a large impact on global data.  

The top 50 spenders are quite a diverse group. Wealthy, industrialized countries are heavily 
over-represented, but 1/3 of the countries in the dataset had per capita GDPs in 2015 of 
$10,000 or less. Because democracies tend to be richer, they too are over-represented, but 
non-democracies constitute 40% of the dataset in the 1990s and roughly 1/3 in the 2000s and 
2010s. For the same reason, Europe and North America are prominent on the list, but other 
continents also have significant representation—Africa (5), Asia (19), South America (6). The big 
military spenders often spend on guns and butter, more generously funding their social safety 
nets compared to the rest of the world. In 2019, the 20 OECD members in the dataset (out of 
35 total OECD members) spent on average a sum equivalent to 21.6% of their GDP on public 
social expenditures—that is, slightly more than the OECD as a whole (20.1%).25 Between 2010 
and 2020, the high-income countries in the World Bank’s ASPIRE database—which already 
excludes the world’s wealthiest countries—gave each recipient 13 times more money for social 
protection and labor benefits than low-income countries, and between 2020 and 2022, they 
devoted nearly twice as high a percentage of their (far more sizable) GDPs to social assistance.26 
Finally, it is quite likely that these 50 big spenders set the tone for the rest of the world. 
Imitative behavior is common in global politics. Poorer, weaker, more peripheral states tend to 
copy, albeit not slavishly,27 the behaviors of wealthier, more powerful, core states—if only to 
prove that they belong.28 If the big spenders are sponsoring more militaristic displays in their 
national independence day celebrations, other countries probably are too. 

 
Heroes, Martyrs, and Holidays 

If you live in a country that has established national holidays honoring veterans and 
mourning war dead, you might well think that every country has roughly the same slate of 
holidays. I certainly did. After all, virtually all countries have military establishments, and nearly 
all have fought a war at one time or another. It is of course true that many countries do observe 
one or the other of these holidays, and many observe other military-themed holidays too—
such as a day celebrating the serving armed forces as a whole, or its individual services, or both. 
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But it is also striking how many nations did not have these holidays on their national calendars 
throughout the Cold War and how many have added them in the years since. 

Among the world’s top 50 military spenders, many military-themed holidays were instituted 
decades ago. Some date back to the late 19th or early 20th centuries, introduced along with the 
spread of the mass army and the democratization of honor. But it is remarkable how many 
countries have added such holidays in the last three decades. Our database contains 261 
military-themed holidays. We were able to ascertain the date of establishment for 175 (67%) of 
them. Romania is alone responsible for over half of the 86 undated holidays, as it has obscure 
days on the official books celebrating every military sub-specialty imaginable—from engineers 
to radar operators to hydrographers to even financiers! At least 108 of these military-themed 
holidays—over 40 percent of the total—were established after 1991, when the Soviet Union 
collapsed. At least another 82—over 30 percent—came since the start of the War on Terror in 
2001. Some were, for obvious reasons, instituted in countries that were newly independent or 
had installed fundamentally different regimes. Romania, Poland, and Ukraine in particular are 
responsible for more than their fair share of holidays confirmed to have been established after 
1991: 65 (!) out of 108. The vast majority of these days, which honor particular military 
specialties and sub-specialties, seem not to be publicly celebrated. Nevertheless, that still 
leaves an impressive number of new holidays introduced in nations with long military histories.  

The wide range of countries that have introduced such holidays in the last 35 years is 
surprising. It seems rather straightforward why Ukraine would establish Defenders Day in 2015, 
soon after the Russian annexation of Crimea in 2014 and amidst the ongoing Russia-sponsored 
insurgency in Ukraine’s eastern provinces. Hived off from the Soviet Union in 1991, 
independent Ukraine had not yet fought a war as an independent nation. We can understand 
why Germany, of all countries, would honor its military veterans for the first time in 2024—as a 
mark of its post-Ukraine zeitenwende, or turning point, aimed at bolstering its military 
capabilities and perhaps as a means of boosting recruitment.  

But many other holidays inaugurated since 1991 are not so readily explicable. Argentina in 
1994, Canada in 2002, the United Kingdom in 2009, South Africa in 2012, and Afghanistan in 
2017 instituted Armed Forces Day. Belgium in 1998, Turkey in 2002, Spain in 2003, the 
Netherlands in 2005, Romania in 2007, Denmark in 2009, Norway in 2010, Indonesia in 2014, 
India in 2016, Sweden in 2018, Colombia in 2019, Germany in 2024, and New Zealand in 2026 
began celebrating their military veterans. Australia in 1997, Uruguay in 2002, Colombia and Iran 
in 2004 (and Iran again in 2024), Norway in 2007, Italy in 2009, Pakistan in 2010, Afghanistan in 
2012, China in 2014, Poland and the United Arab Emirates in 2015, Ukraine in 2019, put in place 
holidays mourning those who died in military service or operations. Many other “minor” 
holidays celebrating individual services (e.g. army, navy, air force) and military sub-specialties 
(e.g. radar operators or bomb disposal units), commemorating the fallen of individual services, 
or honoring the veterans and casualties of particular military operations have also been 
introduced since the end of the Cold War. Table 1 contains the full list of military-themed 
holidays that were newly established after 1991 in the countries that ranked in the top 50 in 
defense expenditures. In addition, as we will see in subsequent chapters, some countries have 
markedly ramped up their military displays on long-established holidays.   
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Table 1. Military-Themed Holidays since 2000 
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Modern-day militarism is real, and it has quietly spread around the world over the last 35 
years. It has even taken root in the wealthy European countries that analysts on both sides of 
the Atlantic thought had taken a very different cultural turn in the wake of the Cold War. Some 
two decades ago, in the run-up to the Iraq War, the commentator Robert Kagan memorably 
wrote that “Americans are from Mars and Europeans are from Venus.” A few years later, the 
historian James Sheehan published a book on postwar Europe with the evocative title, Where 
Have All the Soldiers Gone?29 The question was rhetorical. Everyone knew the answer. Yet, as 
this consensus took shape, a little-noticed contrary trend was gathering steam. Military 
veneration was making a comeback—not just in Europe, but around the world. 

 
Explaining Contemporary Militarism? 

Militarism is not always culturally and contextually available. Venerating soldiers is naturally 
a much harder sell when they have recently been responsible for large-scale repression and 
human-rights violations. When soldiers and officers are corrupt, and support themselves by 
demanding protection-racket money from local businesses or by simply taking whatever they 
want, propaganda campaigns cannot overcome traumatic lived experience. When the military 
has taken the blame for a recent, costly, unpopular war, it necessarily needs time to rebuild its 
reputation. But just because promoting militarism is possible does not explain when it actually 
becomes a prominent feature of national and global politics. 

At least five factors—increasing nationalism, a backlash against gender equality, growing 
social distance from the military, triumphant battlefield outcomes, and a more threatening 
international environment—might conceivably explain militarism’s rise and spread since the 
end of the Cold War. Any phenomenon as complex as militarism will have many sources. These 
five factors have some merit, but their explanatory reach remains limited. 

Nationalism. The rise of militarism is Europe in the second half of the 19th century went 
hand in hand with the spread of nationalism. Benedit Anderson’s classic account of nations as 
“imagined communities” identifies the ubiquitous “tomb of the unknown soldier” as the 
quintessential, secular symbol binding the political community together around shared sacrifice 
for the common good.30 Perhaps post-Cold War militarism is simply a manifestation of growing 
nationalism around the world. After all, venerating soldiers and officers as self-sacrificing 
patriots is obviously an expression of nationalist myth-making.  

But nationalism and militarism are not reducible to each other. On the one hand, people 
can, and often do, take pride in diverse national accomplishments—from the Scandinavian 
“third way” to the Japanese economic miracle to Canadian multiculturalism. Even nationalism 
claiming the superiority of one’s own political community need not take a militarized form. 
Nationalist competition can take place according to many yardsticks—among others, cultural, 
economic, moral, environmental, or political.31 Moreover, contemporary militarism has risen 
and spread even though nationalism has been declining. Patriotic sentiment and willingness to 
sacrifice for the public good fell dramatically in the world’s wealthier nations in the late 20th 
and early 21st centuries.32 Meanwhile, high levels of trust in the armed forces have not 
translated into higher rates of military recruitment—which is lagging in many countries, even in 
the United States, where the armed services have often had to lower admissions standards to 
hit their numbers.33 
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Gender Backlash. Militarism and traditional gender roles are deeply intertwined as well. 
Historically, fighting was a male enterprise, martial virtues were masculine, boys were groomed 
to be warriors, and the association between citizenship ideals and battlefield sacrifice denied 
women a place in the public political sphere.34 Militarism reinforced patriarchy. The more 
societies venerated soldiers, the more inimical they were to women’s quest for equal rights. 
Even as women have secured entry to the armed forces, increasingly including combat 
functions, gendered discourses continue to shape how their service and sacrifice are narrated.35 

Perhaps militarism is growing as part of a cultural backlash against the erosion of traditional 
masculinity. It is true that right-wing populists in Europe and North America have embraced 
cultural conservatism and specifically gender traditionalism as part of their politics and 
personas.36 They have also embraced militarist messaging, centering soldiers’ devotion and 
sacrifice in the national narrative.37 However, this cannot be the central driver of post-Cold War 
militarism. Militarism has done very well in countries where women have broken down many 
gender barriers—as in Europe—but also where women have made much less progress—like 
Russia, India, China, and many others. In the United States and Europe, meanwhile, the post-
Cold War militarist turn predates the sharp increase in right-wing populism’s popularity and 
prominence in the 2010s.  

Social Distance. Some have attributed growing veneration of the military in the United 
States to the end of the draft. The journalist James Fallows observes that, during the Cold War, 
“most Americans were familiar enough with the military to respect it while being sharply aware 
of its shortcomings.” Movies and television shows poked gentle, and sometimes brutal, fun at 
the army. Ever since, however, the military has become “exotic territory” for Americans, and 
the result has been military hero-worship.38 Psychologists find that people tend to view objects 
and figures that are distant—in physical space, time, and social relations—in stereotypical 
terms.39 As the military became less familiar, real, flawed soldiers gave way to romanticized 
ideals. Americans attributed to soldiers customary values, like bravery, honor, and patriotism.  

However, this extrapolation from the American experience is not persuasive. Theoretically, 
it does not hold water. Stereotypes can be pejorative as well as complimentary. When white 
people see young Black men walking toward them far off in the distance, they rely on 
stereotypical beliefs and cross the street. Less admirable qualities—cruelty and sadism, PTSD 
and mental illness, anger management issues, lack of discipline—are also sometimes popularly 
associated with soldiers. Distance from the military could as easily have led to disdain for the 
armed forces and its service-members. Empirically, the end of conscription cannot have such 
effects, because the armed forces are highly trusted in many countries that still have a large-
scale draft, such as Finland, South Korea, Switzerland, and Israel. In recent years, Scandinavian 
and Baltic states have expanded or reinstituted the draft, with seemingly no negative effect on 
public opinion. In fact, between 2006 and 2021, whether a country recruited soldiers via 
conscription had no significant effect on public confidence in the armed forces.40 

Battlefield Outcomes. Victory and defeat on the battlefield have profound effects on 
politics, from state-building to alliance choices to the fate of military reform.41 It is intuitive that 
militarism should have greater traction in the wake of victory, when the armed forces’ 
reputation is riding high, and less appeal when a defeated armed forces is licking its wounds. 
Perhaps militaries systematically seek to trade on their recent triumphs to bolster their social 
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standing—and thereby attain greater influence over politics, national security, and, most 
important of all, budgets. 

However, there are strong conceptual and empirical reasons to think that battlefield 
outcomes have not been major causes of contemporary militarism. Conceptually, victory and 
defeat are plastic categories, driven by subjective expectations more than objective facts. The 
Finnish military lost the Winter War of 1939-1940, but it performed much better than 
anticipated against its larger, better armed Soviet foe.42 By any measure, the Israel Defense 
Forces scored an impressive victory in 1973,43 but the Egyptian armed forces’ surprising and 
initially successful attack across the Suez Canal led Israelis to look back on the war as a whole as 
a mehdal (blunder), while Egyptians hailed it as a great victory.  

Even if we grant that what really matters are perceptions of victory and defeat, civilian 
politicians commonly take the blame for ordering the military into an unwinnable war.44 
Because the US public saddled politicians with the failures of Iraq and Afghanistan, the US 
military emerged from these long, fruitless wars with its reputation for patriotism and tactical 
and operational competence intact. Similarly, amidst the ongoing intervention in Afghanistan, 
Denmark’s centrist Social Liberal Party declared that “Danish soldiers are heroes. It is not they 
who failed, but we politicians who sent them out on an impossible task.”45 The military is often 
held relatively blameless partly because the buck stops with civilians and partly because other 
civilian politicians have strong incentives to hold liable their political adversaries in office.  

Empirically, this account of post-Cold War militarism lacks prima facie credibility. If 
militarism requires victory, there should be little confidence in the armed forces around the 
world. On the one hand, most militaries have fought very little since the 1990s. On the other 
hand, when countries have fought, battlefield triumph has mostly eluded them. There are a 
handful of exceptions, such as the 1991 Gulf War and the 2023 Azerbaijani lighting strike 
retaking Nagorno-Karabakh. But inconclusiveness and defeat have been the norm. More than a 
decade after the US military and its “coalition of the willing” departed Iraq, and five years after 
the NATO-led International Security Assistance Force left Afghanistan, their accomplishments in 
those missions seem meager at best. Israel’s wars in South Lebanon (2006) and Gaza (2008-
2009, 2012, 2014, 2021, 2023-2025) ended indecisively. Russia’s grinding trudge through 
eastern Ukraine will at best result in a pyrrhic victory. Nevertheless, public confidence in the 
armed forces has remained high, and criticism of military professionals has remained subdued. 

Military Threats & Functional Need. Policymakers may promote the veneration of soldiers 
because they believe that it helps recruits more soldiers at lower cost.46 Boosting the social 
prestige of military service is particularly appealing when the security situation demands a 
larger army, the armed forces are having difficulty recruiting, and/or budgets are tight. This 
motivation for militaristic initiatives is plausible, and in some cases, it is certainly correct. 
Soldier veneration skyrocketed in the United States during the Iraq War, as casualties rose and 
recruitment lagged. Faced with a revanchist Russia after 2022, German leaders have been eager 
to recruit a larger military, but young people have been reluctant to sign up. Since then, the 
German military has launched a PR blitz, and in 2024 parliament, after years of dithering, finally 
created a Veterans Day.47 

On the whole, though, this account does not fit the empirical pattern. Until Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine in 2022, Western European nations were not generally seeking to expand their 
armies and recruit more soldiers. Russian militarism intensified from the early 2000s, well 
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before it had any pressing manpower need. Chinese efforts to venerate soldiers have been 
building since the early 2010s, and it has been plowing funds into the armed forces, but 
focusing primarily on increasing the quantity and improving the quality of its military platforms 
and materiel. South American countries like Chile and Uruguay introduced new military 
holidays even though they did not face markedly increased threats. Why would New Zealand, of 
all places, institute a new Veterans Day? Meanwhile, public confidence in the armed forces has 
been growing in the 21st century in regions, from Latin America to sub-Saharan Africa, whose 
security profile has, if anything, only improved over the decades.  

 
Each of these accounts contains a nugget of insight, but only that. The emergence and 

spread of military veneration since the Cold War remains a mystery. The next chapters offer a 
complementary account. Chapter 3 lays out the story in abstract terms. As people lose faith in 
the political branches of government, they look instead to “aspirationally apolitical” institutions 
like the armed forces. Politicians respond to their eroding legitimacy by investing in militaristic 
initiatives that they hope will rebuild their authority. Chapter 4 sets the empirical foundation, 
showing how developments from the 1960s forward, and especially from the end of the Cold 
War, created legitimacy challenges for autocratic and democratic regimes alike. Chapters 5-7 
explore in fine-grained detail how different kinds of regimes responded to their crumbling 
legitimacy by promoting veneration of active-duty soldiers and officers and of veterans. 
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