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By April of 2016 the Republican primary race for the presiden-
tial election had taken a turn unforeseen by a preponderance 

of political scholars, journalists, and commentators. Donald J. 
Trump established himself as the frontrunner and was rapidly 
gaining momentum, much to the chagrin of “establishment” 
Republicans who sought a more traditional candidate. Meanwhile 
the presumptive Democratic nominee, Hillary Clinton, also 
appeared sufficiently polarizing to keep many voters home on 
Election Day. Among the many unique propositions floated in the 
media for the possibility of a breakthrough third candidate, one in 
particular captured a recurring theme in American politics. The 
proposal that the country should “draft” a military leader such as 
General James Mattis to serve as president in the vein of George 
Washington, Zachary Taylor, and Dwight Eisenhower reflected an 
underlying American theory that when democratic uncertainty 
abounds, a moderate military statesman provides stabilization and 
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a steady hand on the ship of state.1 The military moderate image is 
that of a public servant above the fray of party politics and capable 
of translating his or her life’s commitment to the defense of the US 
Constitution into safe civilian political leadership—in other words, 
political leadership without all the politics. While neither General 
Mattis nor any other generals made a late entry into the 2016 race, 
the Trump administration deemed it prudent to appoint him as 
secretary of defense, placating, at least temporarily, those seeking 
the moderation of a military leader in the civilian side of the execu-
tive branch.

This essay examines a distinctive and recurring American 
appeal for a military leader to maintain, stabilize, or restore a 
republic. Americans are particularly attracted to certain character-
istics of military professionalism and have an aversion to, if not 
disdain for, partisan politics. These characteristics are particularly 
in demand under certain national conditions, specifically periods of 
stabilization and potential single-party domination. It further 
proposes that democratic statesmanship and the American military 
mind work together in a different way than the public perhaps 
expects. By briefly outlining some key ideas associated with the 
concept of the military moderate statesman, offering a few exam-
ples, and overlaying two relevant clarifying concepts from 
Machiavelli, the essay intends to open a new dialogue about this 
phenomenon and its place in American political thought.

The American Military Moderate Statesman
In his seminal work on civil-military relations, Samuel Huntington 
characterized the military mind and ethic as one of “conservative 
realism.” The particular features of this ethic that seem to resonate 
with the type of moderation Americans expect from professional 
soldiers are obedience to civil authorities of the state combined 
with its belief in “the limitation of state action to the direct interests 
of the state, the restriction of extensive commitments, and the 
undesirability of bellicose or adventurous policies.”2 Yet Huntington 
also claims this ethic “emphasizes the permanence, irrationality, 
weakness, and evil in human nature.”3 Such an ethic goes beyond 
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the pessimism of Publius’s Federalist Papers on human nature, and 
even further beyond what a contemporary politician could say 
without incurring public censure. As a starting point, then, the 
American conception of the ideal military moderate seems 
grounded in military professionals’ caution regarding foreign 
affairs and respect for the civilian offices of political leadership 
rather than in their outlook on human nature.4

Huntington claimed the combination of liberal ideology 
combined with a conservative US Constitution significantly delayed 
the incorporation of military professionalism in America. As a 
result, until the mid-twentieth century it was not moderate military 
professionals for whom Americans were calling in particular times 
but rather military heroes, usually nonprofessionals, who “became 
men of the people rather than men of the military.”5 Regarding 
those who did meet the definition of military professional, 
Huntington claims, “Their military service enabled them to be 
presented as the servants, not of party or faction, but of all the 
people. . . . These factors also enabled them to avoid commitment 
upon most of the issues of the day. They appealed to the public not 
because they had a definite program, military or otherwise, but 
because they had so little program.”6 The historical trend, readers 
may infer from Huntington, is that American military professionals 
hold the ability to understand the distinctions between the military 
and political spheres and can transition from the former to the 
latter in what might be called a democratically safe manner. In 
other words, they retain respect for the division between military 
and civil service and skepticism of partisan democratic politics, but 
they relinquish their primary identity as military professionals.7 
The expected product is an amalgam of a military mind and a 
moderate democratic statesman.

Some qualities of military virtue, especially courage, lead to 
popularity but do not necessarily indicate a public call for the mili-
tary moderate. This especially applies to those whose service is 
characterized by their bold deeds as junior officers rather than by 
their leadership of large military organizations. No doubt, John F. 
Kennedy’s brave exploits in World War II increased his electability, 
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but it was his predecessor’s election that more closely aligned with 
a call for a military moderate—one who had carried out and 
perhaps completed the role to which the country had called him. 
While heroic virtue may be welcome in any era, the American 
public places a higher premium on the characteristics of military 
professionalism, with its commitment to the service of the state and 
its constitution and deliberate distance from democratic partisan-
ship during certain tense political conditions.8

Among the potential political conditions that lead to American 
public approbation for a military moderate, periods of required 
stabilization and potential single-party domination bring this model 
of statesmanship into higher demand. Four brief sketches of mili-
tary statesmen who were called to serve during such eras may suit-
ably illustrate the general concept of this model: George Washington 
and George C. Marshall were welcomed as stabilizing statesmen, 
whereas Dwight D. Eisenhower and Zachary Taylor served as 
moderate restraints on a dominating party. Unlike the proverbial 
“man on horseback” model, Americans reject any notion of electing 
a military leader who would put public safety above the Constitution 
and the rule of law. The presidents who have arguably gone the 
furthest in extending constitutional executive power for national 
security, Abraham Lincoln and Franklin D. Roosevelt, were not 
military men. The military moderate is expected to preserve the 
gains of the constitutional republic while remaining bounded by 
constitutional limitations. The examples offered in this essay are 
meant to sketch out ideas on the conditions that seem to invite 
military moderates to higher civil service and the desirability of 
their special characteristics, but these examples should not be 
viewed as comprehensive of all possible examples and conditions.9 
That caveat aside, a first such set of conditions is the perceived 
necessity for stabilization of a new political consensus.

In the experience of the United States since 1787, the idea of 
political stabilization is integrally tied to the Constitution. Alexander 
Hamilton once remarked to George Washington that his inaugura-
tion marked the completion of the organization of the Constitution 
as a structural fact, but it also served as a public display showing that 
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the most trusted military man in the United States had also been 
entrusted with overseeing the execution of the new Constitution as 
a stabilizing figure.10 As general, Washington had subordinated 
himself to the congresses that preceded the Constitution and will-
ingly laid down his arms when the civil political authorities no longer 
required his service. When he was called back to serve as president 
of the Philadelphia Convention in 1787, it was his moderation more 
than his military service that was required.11 His political career up 
to that point had been relatively brief, yet he was elected to this new 
post with all the authority of an experienced statesman and given the 
chance to reaffirm his commitment to the nascent republic as a 
democratic statesman who would defer to the will of the people. His 
reputation was likewise indispensable in garnering support for the 
Constitution, which had significantly altered the form of government 
and required broad consensus to establish it firmly. His subsequent 
election to the presidency of the United States came as no surprise 
to those who had been delegates to the Convention or to the public 
in general. Because of the many factors that made Washington the 
“first man” in his country, it is difficult to pull apart whether 
Washington the general, Washington the military hero, or both are 
proper categories in which to place his ascension as a military states-
man. The deep desire for lasting political order and consistency, 
however, suggests that his organization of the army and strategic 
experience as general would have been difficult for a fledgling nation 
to ignore.12

An American military hero can just as easily emerge from the 
ranks of the militia as from a professional military, but the moder-
ate military statesman requires the kind of military administrative 
leadership qualities that the militiaman will be unlikely to hold. 
Washington’s strategy of selective battle engagement in order to 
build a more professional force combined with his obedience to 
civil authorities were the traits in high demand after the war was 
over and a new government was formed. As Don Higginbotham 
notes, “[H]is most glaring weaknesses as a field-grade officer were 
to be corrected in time and were to become the sources of his 
greatest strength. His respect for and understanding of superior 
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authority—that is to say civil control of the military and all that it 
meant—became his most admirable soldierly quality in the War of 
Independence and his foremost contribution to the American mili-
tary tradition.”13

Washington’s military virtue made him a new kind of Cincinnatus 
for a new kind of republic—one who was not given the unbounded 
powers of a dictator but who first had to prove his deference to the 
civil powers before being granted executive political authority. 
Gordon Wood has focused on his characteristic demonstrations of 
“disinterestedness” as vital to his reputation, which aligns well with 
the public concept of the military moderate statesman.14 This 
disinterestedness enabled him to put himself above politics, not 
merely outside it. It allowed for a certain type of republican great-
ness that would be necessary for a unitary executive who would 
have to maintain the dignity and responsibility of the executive 
office against a powerful Congress. Although aloofness can be a 
liability for democratic representatives, it can actually be an asset 
for a democratic chief executive or department head, as the case of 
Washington demonstrated.15

President Washington’s Neutrality Proclamation, his slow and 
steady strengthening of the federal government, and his manage-
ment of an ambitious set of executive officers all appear  
in conformity with the expectation of the military moderate  
statesman.16 That image has secured itself in American public 
memory as the quintessential example of the model. As Wood 
notes, up through Eisenhower the American people have “periodi-
cally elected military leaders, Washingtons manqué, to the 
presidency.”17

The military moderate statesman need not always be a president, 
of course. George C. Marshall served as a powerful 
statesman-strategist in the executive bureaucracy. His moderation 
drew heavily from a realistic approach to grand strategy that incor-
porates “the constant and intelligent reconciliation of ways, means, 
and ends,” as the editor of a recent volume on Marshall noted.18 
Marshall’s focus on national grand strategy began during his mili-
tary career, and in that sense he was a military moderate statesman 
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as both a military and a civil officer.19 Marshall’s aversion to partisan 
politics led to his appointment to high civil office as an alternative 
to the presidency. Biographer Mark Stoler writes, “Upon arrival in 
Washington on 21 January 1947, Marshall moved to reinforce his 
bipartisan and apolitical image, as well as squelch some recent 
rumors, by being ‘explicit and emphatic’ in announcing to the 
assembled press that he was not a candidate for any political office 
and could under no circumstances be drafted to run.”20 Marshall’s 
disinterestedness in political office, however, did not equate to a 
lack of political skill. In a recent biography Debi and Irwin Unger 
claim it was his ability to persuade Congress and the American 
people on the key issues of the day that prompted President 
Truman to appoint him secretary of state. As they further explain, 
“Marshall’s dignity, rectitude, nonpartisanship—his very austerity—
commanded respect from Congress. Except for a small circle of 
erstwhile isolationists and professional red-baiters, his views were 
usually accepted as disinterested and irreproachable.”21

Marshall succeeded as a lobbyist of strategy for Truman. As the 
Ungers conclude, “Standing above the bitter partisan political fray 
of those years, in collaboration with Senator Vandenberg he had 
helped forge an American foreign policy consensus that, for good 
or ill, would last through the rest of the century.”22 More important, 
the Ungers point out, is that although whether Marshall deserved 
the extent of the public accolades laid upon him at his death 
remains an open debate (based on their assessment of his record of 
failures and successes), it was his model of military statesmanship 
that the American citizenry praised: “The discrepancy may well 
have originated in Americans’ yearning for a platonic ideal of 
a  triumphant military leader above politics, deceit, and selfish 
ambition—in a word, a George Washington—which they located in 
a fallible man of sterling character but unremarkable powers.”23

A second set of conditions that seems to induce a call for the 
moderate military statesman occurred when the two-party system, 
which grew organically out of the Constitution, began to ossify into 
a dominant single party and renewed American concerns of 
tyranny of the majority. In these cases the military moderate is 
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sought after in order to renew debate and rebalance the electoral 
system, but not necessarily to erect a radical new party. As two 
examples consider the cases of Zachary Taylor and Dwight D. 
Eisenhower.

The strength of the Jacksonian Democratic Party, broken up 
only occasionally by Whigs, had steadily entrenched itself as the 
single party equipped to deal with the problems of the nation. The 
first Whig president, William Henry Harrison, had been elected 
under the military hero model, but his early death and his succes-
sor’s drift into strengthening the Democratic Party did not do 
enough to assure the durability of the Whigs as a political force.24 
Taylor’s election signified the revival of the military moderate as a 
nonpartisan servant of the people—one who by being above party 
could limit either party’s reach. He had deep credibility as an 
apolitical candidate because unlike Washington and every other 
president with military experience up to 1848, Taylor had never 
served in any civil office until the presidency.25 The political envi-
ronment of late 1847 was changing rapidly. Taylor’s publicly 
nonpartisan, almost antipartisan image, which would once have 
been a political liability, was now an advantage.26 As biographer 
Holman Hamilton explains, “[S]uddenly the warrior who never 
voted became the masses’ favorite candidate for the highest office 
in the land.”27 When Taylor publicly made known he would accept 
the nomination of either party but be beholden to none, the Whigs 
begrudgingly nominated him, allowing their party to live another 
day and preventing a national notion that the Democratic Party 
would bring Americans into a second “Era of Good Feelings,” this 
time permanently.28

With the instability of the federal, state, and constitutional 
status of slavery, a military moderate such as Taylor would be 
unlikely to take a strong stance on free-soil policy. His election did 
not strengthen the Whigs so much as preserve them while checking 
Democratic ambitions. Taylor’s Washingtonian ideal of exemplify-
ing the image of “President of the whole people” was intrinsically 
tied to his appearance as a military moderate statesman.29 In 
another recent biography, John Eisenhower notes that “Taylor had 
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insisted that he would accept the presidency only if drafted by all 
the people. In the end it was not quite so. He had been drafted 
only by the Whigs, who were desperate for a winner.”30 Taylor’s 
presidency may have served its purpose, but after Dred Scott, the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act, and the Lecompton debacle made the 
future of slavery an unavoidable political topic, the people no 
longer looked to a military moderate but to a new Republican Party 
that had the ability to check the Democratic Party in a way the 
Whigs had failed to do.31 The stakes were not quite as high a 
century later when Eisenhower was called to the presidency.

By the end of the 1940s Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Democratic 
Party had once again pushed the boundaries of single-party domi-
nation with New Dealers in every corner of government and a 
satisfactory political descendant in Harry Truman. Like Taylor, 
Eisenhower appeared to be above party. Unlike Taylor, he was 
clearer about his alignment with Republicans when finally pressed 
into declaring his affiliation shortly before he was “drafted” into the 
1952 presidential race. Although any candidate can appeal to the 
call of public “duty,” the term flows more naturally when coming 
from a soldier, especially generals like Eisenhower and Washington 
who were continually called back into the public sphere after 
attempts to retire to private life.32 Eisenhower drew great strength 
from independent voters who would necessarily become at least 
temporary Republicans in order to vote for him.33 This suggests not 
a national shift toward just any Republican candidate but a call 
for  Eisenhower as a nonpartisan military moderate who could 
stave  off single-party rule without overly strengthening the 
Republican Party.

Eisenhower believed that office-seeking by high-ranking 
military officers had the potential to damage civil-military relations. 
As one biographer has quoted, “Dwight was convinced that ‘the 
necessary and wise subordination of the military to civil power will 
best be sustained, and our people will have greater confidence that 
it is so sustained, when life-long professional soldiers, in the 
absence of some obvious and overriding reason, abstain from seek-
ing high office.’”34 When this same biographer later states that 

BK-UW-PSR44_2-200244-Article_632.indd   427 10/23/20   1:26 PM



428 The Political Science Reviewer

Eisenhower “was also aware that the American voter prefers the 
candidate to be a reluctant aspirant,” he fails to note that this seems 
to be particularly the case for the military moderate statesmen.35 
After all, since the twentieth century the public has accepted more 
unveiled ambition from pure civilian candidates.

The advantage in calling forth Eisenhower as a military moder-
ate is that he both served as a public model of citizenship and 
pushed for the reinvigoration of programs to build and enhance 
dedication to citizenship as an idea. This allowed Republicans to 
use him to break the momentum of the Democratic agenda gently 
and without raising effective mass opposition.36 As mentioned, 
once his moderating task was complete, it paved the way for a 
Kennedy to build on those ideas of citizenship in a Democratic 
Party less ambitious than Roosevelt’s to rule as a single party.

These sketches suggest a certain kind of image the democratic 
military moderate statesman holds in the American historical 
canon. While the US Constitution is exceptional in its scope, its 
longevity, and especially its powerful, almost sacred hold on its 
military leaders, it does not free the military statesman from all the 
difficulties of democratic statesmanship. Niccolò Machiavelli 
understood that military experience and professionalism do not 
exempt such leaders from the challenges that the people and 
fortune will raise in democracies. He argued that his Florentine 
republic was at its best when it was governed by wise civil and 
military orders with a “Captain” who understood both types of 
orders standing at the head of its council of representatives.37

Machiavelli and the Military Moderate
Machiavelli offers two interrelated concepts useful for understand-
ing the American tradition of calling for a military moderate. First, 
the call for a moderate military statesman, as opposed to a military 
dictator, provides evidence of an uncorrupted democratic citizenry 
that has not lost its taste for liberty. Second, the military statesman 
may be required to undertake great actions to preserve or maintain 
the republic, but when doing so he must remain clothed in the 
appearance of moderation. Machiavelli’s concepts may help temper 

BK-UW-PSR44_2-200244-Article_632.indd   428 10/23/20   1:26 PM



429Myth, Moderate, or Machiavellian?

the faith Americans put in the military moderate statesman model 
and provide a clearer eye to see why the policy outcomes from 
these statesmen are not always as expected. The generals noted in 
this essay were adept at incorporating this second concept into 
their statesmanship and therefore might be characterized as 
Machiavellian in this particular limited aspect. Arguably, American 
military moderate statesmen incorporate other Machiavellian 
concepts in their political strategy and foreign policy in a limited 
manner, but in the overall record of their words and deeds they 
come nowhere close to embracing or endorsing Machiavelli’s full-
scale rejection of traditional virtue. Neither do they accept the 
necessity of nearly unlimited means to achieve the security of the 
state. They are, at best, merely limited Machiavellians.38

Throughout Machiavelli’s works, especially the Art of War and 
the Discourses on Livy, runs the theme of the immense difficulties 
of democratic statesmanship when a republic’s citizens are corrupt. 
This idea of corruption is not moral but political. As Catherine 
Zuckert explains, “By corrupt or corruption Machiavelli consist-
ently refers to the loss of the ability and willingness of people to 
defend themselves from oppression either internal or external.”39 
If we apply this idea to the theme of this essay, the appointment of 
a military moderate statesman may indicate less about the modera-
tion of the general and more about the moderation of the citizenry 
who look to appoint such a general to high office. A free citizenry 
who have lost their reverence for the rule of law that protects their 
liberty are willing to empower a Caesar or Napoleon.40 An uncor-
rupt citizenry, in contrast, will appoint a Washington or Taylor and 
in doing so retain its ability to defend itself and its liberties. Such 
appointments are praiseworthy, and Abraham Lincoln offers just 
such praise at Taylor’s death by remarking, “Nor can I help thinking 
that the American people, in electing Gen[eral] Taylor to the presi-
dency, thereby showing their high appreciation, of his sterling, but 
unobtrusive qualities, did their country a service, and themselves 
an imperishable honor.”41 These are statesmen who knew how to 
appear moderate even when such moderation belies remarkably 
bold decisions, whether issuing a Neutrality Proclamation, as did 
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Washington, or breaking a balance between free and slave states, 
as will be shown in the case of Taylor. From a Huntingtonian 
perspective, therefore, it may actually be the individual’s military 
mind (ostensibly a crucial element in attracting the public mandate 
to become a civil political leader) that must be altered for that indi-
vidual to be an effective democratic statesman.42

When Machiavelli looks to the ancient republics, he rediscovers 
a few characteristics of the relationship between an uncorrupted 
democratic people and their military leaders that help preserve 
liberty. One of these is the importance of the proper conveyance of 
gratitude from citizens to their military leaders and the danger of 
public ingratitude. As one example, he reassesses the case of the 
Roman general-turned-traitor Coriolanus. While recognizing 
ingratitude as a sign of corruption, Machiavelli nonetheless explains 
in the Discourses that Rome was “the least ungrateful” of the many 
great republics he referenced and specifically exonerates the 
citizens from the charge of ingratitude in the case of Coriolanus. 
He argues that Coriolanus “was not pardoned because he had 
always reserved a hostile spirit against the people.”43 Rather, his 
pride and his misunderstanding of the importance of the relation-
ship between the two humors in Rome (the plebeians and 
the  nobles) was the cause of the tumults, not the ingratitude of 
the people.44

Machiavelli expands his analysis of Coriolanus in the Discourses, 
in which he describes two “useful effects for a republic” that 
emerge from “being able to accuse citizens to the people, or to 
some magistrate or council, when they sin in anything against the 
free state.”45 The first is fear of accusation as a deterrent to conspir-
acy, the second “an outlet . . . given by which to vent, in some mode 
against some citizen, those humors that grow up in cities.”46 
He makes no remark on the former, as it is self-explanatory; but for 
the latter he states there are many examples, Coriolanus being one 
of them. The irony here is that the public accusations against 
Coriolanus were in fact instrumental for maintaining safe relations 
between the two humors. The public trial avoided his murder in a 
tumult, which Machiavelli states would have led to the following 
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destructive path: “offense by private individuals against private 
individuals, which offense generates fear; fear seeks for defense; 
for defense they procure partisans; from partisans arise the parties 
in cities; from parties their ruin.”47 On the contrary, Machiavelli 
notes, because the affair was governed through public authority, 
“all those ills came to be taken away that could have arisen.”48 Just 
as the appointing of a military moderate to high office in a time of 
partisan rancor demonstrates the lack of corruption in the people, 
the rejection of an immoderate military statesman such as 
Coriolanus gives evidence of the same.49

Machiavelli’s remedy or inoculation against ingratitude in 
republics is more nuanced than the solution for principalities. 
As more captains had opportunities to demonstrate their military 
virtues, they served as a check on one another, each wanting to 
avoid much suspicion of ambition. As he summarizes, “They kept 
themselves so upright, and so hesitant to cast a shadow of any 
ambition or give cause to the people to offend them for being 
ambitious, that when one came to the dictatorship he carried away 
from it the greater glory the sooner he laid it down. And so since 
modes such as these could not generate suspicion, they did not 
generate ingratitude.”50 It is not surprising, then, that Wood asserts 
that Washington’s resignation as commander in chief after the 
American Revolution was the “greatest act of his life.”51 The act 
was recognized as such in his own time as the legacy of his great-
ness and the evidence of his disinterestedness and proper under-
standing of republican gratitude that citizens and their statesmen 
must display.52 It is a sort of stage play in which the people, know-
ing a Washington, Taylor, or Eisenhower to be ambitious but safe, 
require that he publicly demonstrate his safety by maintaining the 
appearance of moderation. These generals, in return, whose ambi-
tion may truly be said to be limited to high service to a free govern-
ment, by a clear demonstration of their safe and moderate aims 
help the public remain uncorrupted. The free republic is the 
beneficiary of the exchange.

Machiavelli’s approach suggests there is a certain version of 
the  military moderate statesman model that ancient Rome 
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exemplified, but the model was not of military statesmen who were 
moderate so much as military statesmen who knew when to appear 
moderate, or at least no more ambitious than their peers.53 The 
glory gained in a republic from laying down power (once the cause 
of its granting is complete) satisfies the ambition of the statesmen 
while simultaneously protecting against the disease of ingratitude. 
In the Discourses Machiavelli further shows that the Romans, not 
unlike the Americans, offered their “captains” great deference in 
military policy, accepting that military decision-making is complex 
and unintended missteps are an unavoidable consequence of such 
enterprises.54

Machiavelli’s model of military statesmen draws out another 
feature that seems at odds with the American model but might 
satisfactorily explain why military moderates are able to transition 
between the two worlds more easily than expected. While Americans 
put military moderates into power precisely because they believe 
them to live a life apart from politicians, Machiavelli suggested 
long ago that this common belief has carried undue weight. In the 
preface of Art of War Machiavelli strongly contends against the 
opinion “that there are not things less in agreement with one 
another or so dissimilar as the civilian and military lives.”55 Instead 
he claims, “But if ancient orders were considered, nothing would 
be found more united, more in conformity, and, of necessity, as 
much inclined toward one another as these.”56 When neither the 
civil nor military orders of a republic are corrupt, the military and 
civil lives are not so different as they may appear.57 Whereas the 
Discourses investigates the corruption of the civil side of republics, 
Art of War focuses on the military corruption. As becomes appar-
ent in Book I of the work, the opportunity for the keen-eyed 
military statesmen to arise in a republic is stifled by the lack of a 
well-ordered national military.58

Unlike the city-states of Machiavelli’s Italy, the prudence of a 
purely citizen-militia model for a state the size of the United States 
has long since passed. The principles of a healthy republic managing 
its own arms and using its own citizens from a variety of classes or 
social groups, however, remain useful for the model of the military 
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moderate statesmen.59 The professional soldier who manages only 
mercenaries will not be able to adapt to a position of republican civil 
rule easily because such a soldier will be unable to grasp fully the 
political factions and dynamics at work.60 In the United States, 
however, the lack of corruption (in the Machiavellian sense) made 
possible by its structural design has led to a workable model for a 
military moderate statesman. This being said, what seems to be 
necessary is not actual moderation but the appearance of modera-
tion that is accepted both by the statesman and by the public. That 
is to say, to make clear this essay’s final proposal, even if both the 
public and the statesmen realize that the task at hand requires bold 
leadership and innovation, it is important that the statesman meet-
ing this task appear clothed in moderation, not merely when accept-
ing high office, but when executing the duties of that office.

As illustrative of this proposal, consider the case of Zachary 
Taylor and his policy positions during the Compromise of 1850 
negotiations.61 Admittedly, determining what should count as the 
true “moderate” position during these negotiations is subject to 
serious debate. If we grant that the final outcome as championed 
by Henry Clay was billed and generally received by the public as 
moderate, then Taylor’s opposition to several of its components 
should have been at least a small stain on his robe of moderation. 
Taylor, however, saw the dangers in trying to settle the slavery 
question in what would be yet another ultimately disappointing 
grand attempt. That question could be resolved only once a final 
binding decision on the extension of slavery in territories was, if 
ever, answered. Instead, Taylor bypassed this question, recognizing 
the appearance of moderation that three guiding themes could 
offer in this crisis. First, a transition from military government to 
full-fledged statehood in California and New Mexico held the 
promises of self-government, federalism, constitutionalism, and 
union that the American public-at-large holds as the essence of 
liberal moderation. It had the additional exemplary benefit of 
demonstrating that General Taylor, who had been partly responsi-
ble for the safety of those regions, would not as President Taylor 
maintain a military form of rule in disputed areas.
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Second, the question of the extension of slavery would be 
firmer and safer for perpetual union if the controversial question of 
slavery in the territories were obviated by a shorter path to state-
hood. Taylor, like others including Stephen Douglas, contended 
that slavery would not naturally go in these western areas. Unlike 
Douglas, however, Taylor’s push for immediate statehood in 
California ensured that slavery would not go there and would 
prevent debacles such as the Lecompton affair that would come 
long after his death.

As a third theme, which at least for a few years appeared the 
mark of moderation, Taylor vigorously defended the concept of 
union and crafted a tough stance to deter Texas from taking any 
rash and aggressive actions in New Mexico. He did this not as 
General Taylor defending his own troops, but as President Taylor 
the civilian commander in chief defending federal authority as 
Washington had done in the Whiskey Rebellion. Taylor’s constitu-
tionalism allowed him to defend the union where he had a lawful 
right to do so. Robert Remini states that as the debate over Henry 
Clay’s omnibus compromise bill intensified, “the president, both 
publicly and privately, assured all Americans that he was prepared 
to save the Constitution and the Union—even if it necessitated the 
shedding of blood.”62 In context, just as a Texas incursion into New 
Mexico would have been tantamount to rebellion, so would an 
unlawful federal incursion into the South to free slaves while the 
institution of slavery still held clear federal statutory and constitu-
tional protections in the states. Taylor as a potential presidential 
candidate, therefore, could assure Jefferson Davis of his willing-
ness to defend southern states’ rights.63 This was an assurance that 
surely carried more weight coming from a southerner than it did 
when Lincoln would offer the same guarantees a decade later.

By clothing himself in ideas that represented American 
consensus—self-government, constitutional federalism, the rule of 
law, and union—Taylor was able to hide the magnitude of the 
potential radical impact of his policies. Compromise, however, is 
another hallmark of moderation in the American eye, and a public 
veto of the Compromise of 1850 might have tarnished that 
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reputation beyond recovery. His untimely death may have had the 
unforeseen consequence of preserving his place in the line of 
military moderate statesmen.

As should be clear to contemporary readers, Taylor’s path 
forward during 1850 would have had a radical impact on the future 
of slavery and the union. Had he been able to secure enough votes 
from a coalition of Whigs, Free-Soilers, and pro-union Democrats, 
the United States may have seen California, New Mexico, Utah, 
Kansas, and Nebraska all be admitted as free states.64 Potentially, 
though unlikely, he may have been able to fend off the almost 
certain threat of secession after such events thorough a combina-
tion of his standing with the southern states in a post-Calhoun era 
and his willingness to use federal force to maintain the union. 
Furthermore, he could have left the most radical aspect of settling 
the slavery question to William Seward as the designated Taylor 
heir to the presidency.65 Taylor could then remain a model military 
moderate statesman while having essentially constructed the 
framework for putting slavery back on the path to ultimate 
extinction (to borrow Lincoln’s words). One can almost hear a 
counterfactual set of Lincoln–Douglas debates in which it is 
Douglas who raises a conspiracy theory against Lincoln for devising 
a house of antislavery in which “Zachary, William, Martin, and 
Abraham” have all carved niches for the laying of timbers.66

Ironically, Lincoln’s own rather strange eulogy of Taylor focuses 
mainly on his military career and willingness to go against accepted 
opinions on strategy. He says very little of Taylor’s opposition to the 
Compromise of 1850 or his defense of California’s and New 
Mexico’s free-statehood aims.67 Although more could be said on 
this eulogy with regard to Lincoln’s own political strategy in this 
speech, for the purpose of this essay it is enough to observe that he 
ends on a note that echoes the idea of the public’s trust in Taylor as 
a military moderate. In assessing the political effect of Taylor’s 
death, he remarks, “I will not pretend to believe all wisdom, or all 
the patriotism of the country, died with Gen[eral] Taylor. But we 
know that wisdom and patriotism, in a public office, under institu-
tions like ours, are wholly inefficient and worthless, unless they are 
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sustained by the confidence and devotion of the people. And I 
confess my apprehensions, that in the death of that late President, 
we have lost a degree of that confidence and devotion, which will 
not soon again pertain to any successor.”68 It was public confidence 
in the Taylor model that Lincoln believes would have led to a 
better chance of sectional acquiescence to an end to the unnamed 
but unmistakable “great question of the day.”69

Taylor’s death in office protected the public image of the 
American military moderate statesman, but such a blow from 
fortune is not always necessary to keep the robes of this model 
unstained. Ulysses S. Grant, George Marshall, and Dwight 
Eisenhower each had similarly powerful projects for which they 
were responsible. Although more can and should be said about 
each of these cases, this essay intends only to present the theory as 
a path forward for further investigations. One such line of research 
could assess whether the theory holds up under deep analysis of 
military moderate statesmen, two of whom have received more 
attention as of late from authors finding serious national strategies 
underneath the traditionally held view that their presidential aspi-
rations and accomplishments were average at best.70

Conclusion: The Military Moderate in the Uncorrupted Republic
It stands to reason that when Americans looked to James Mattis in 
2016, they also looked to George Washington. Whether accurate or 
not, the election of Donald Trump and the expectation of major 
reforms in foreign affairs and the executive bureaucracy demon-
strates a different kind of call for stabilization. In this case, the 
hope seemed to be that someone like Mattis would have the mili-
tary professional dedication to ensure continuity in the defense 
realm combined with a moderate approach to national strategy in 
foreign affairs. Leveraging the nation’s high level of trust in the 
military by appointing a nonpartisan, recently retired, and highly 
respected general seemed to show at least some deference from 
the Trump administration that such stability was desired by the 
general citizenry. Mattis was expected to be not merely the leader 
of a large bureaucracy but also a statesman who would have a heavy 
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role in determining national strategy. His pre-administration stance 
of a strategy that matched national strategic ends with the correct 
means was appealing to both an administration that aimed at revis-
ing overseas commitments and a war-weary American public. As 
the head of the largest department in the executive, he could serve 
as a de facto first among equals in the administration and devise a 
strategy equal to the tasks he faced with regard to Russia, China, 
and the Middle East. If he could not be a Washington, perhaps he 
would be a second George Marshall, it was hoped, who had been 
put to the task of solving strategic problems from within an admin-
istration that faced the post–World War II and Cold War interna-
tional environment. Interestingly, after two years of service in their 
first senior civil posts, both statesmen resigned when they deter-
mined that because of an increasing misalignment of views on 
strategy, they could no longer serve the president in the capacity 
required of them.71

It is worth considering how the public reaction to Mattis’s 
departure from the office of secretary of defense and his reputation 
as a military moderate statesman might settle over time. Months 
before Mattis’s resignation, media outlets picked up on a story that 
the president had allegedly made a reference to Mattis having 
transformed from “Mad Dog” to “Moderate Dog.”72 Regardless of 
the veracity of the claim, it highlights the interesting case of a 
secretary of defense who was appointed with much public appro-
bation based on a belief he would serve as a military moderate 
statesman. Yet it was also a certain kind of moderation that seemed 
attractive to the administration’s goals. A little more than a year 
before his appointment Mattis had written a short but influential 
essay on grand strategy that would realign national security ends 
with a realistic appraisal of available means. This approach 
included, among other things, stronger alliances capable of burden 
sharing and increased caution when considering “changes to mili-
tary rules, traditions and standards that bring non-combat empha-
sis to combat units.”73 Arguably, the president hired the “Mad Dog” 
to boldly bring a moderate end to the long wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq-Syria—a moderation in foreign policy for which the public 
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also seemed anxious. The story, however, suggests that a moderate 
strategy perhaps required willingness for extreme measures that a 
“Moderate Dog” might not agree with as prudent. For those who 
believed the public call for Mattis’s appointment was to temper the 
chief executive, “Moderate Dog” may actually have been the most 
praiseworthy name the president could have bestowed on him and 
enshrined his reputation as an exemplary military moderate 
statesman.74

The Mattis public resignation letter should not be misunder-
stood as a repudiation of ends, for it explicitly affirms the agree-
ment on strategic ends. The careful reader must then investigate 
closely the closing upshot: “Because you have the right to have a 
Secretary of Defense whose views are better aligned with yours on 
these and other subjects, I believe it is right for me to step down 
from my position.”75 The misalignment of views, if not on ends, 
must refer to the means of accomplishing those ends. As this essay 
has suggested, the public call for a military moderate statesman also 
includes bold tasks the statesman is expected to undertake while 
remaining clothed in the appearance of moderation. If a public 
resignation risked this appearance, the president may have inten-
tionally or inadvertently salvaged it by leaking the idea that Mattis 
was essentially fired. These events are far too near to categorize the 
long-term public and scholarly assessment of General Mattis as a 
military moderate statesman. Like Eisenhower and Marshall, his 
statesmanship and foreign policy influence while still in uniform 
was incredibly significant and will likely garner as much, if not 
more, attention than his civil service statesmanship. The inclusion 
of his story in this essay is meant to demonstrate that the theme of 
military moderate statesmanship continues into the present and is 
not limited to the first two centuries of the nation. Furthermore, it 
calls for reflection on the roots of the phenomenon.

In closing, a tentative answer to the question of this essay’s title 
is that the moderate military statesman in the United States is part 
myth, a certain kind of moderate, and a limited Machiavellian. The 
moderate military statesman is part myth because though we have 
examples of such statesmen as sketched in this essay, they have 
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taken on an appearance and legacy that upholds a particular aspect 
of the idea of American exceptionalism—that its citizens require 
the appearance of moderation even when great political tasks 
are  demanded of its leaders. In holding this requirement the 
people may be said to have maintained themselves as uncorrupted. 
The military moderate statesman can also fairly be called moder-
ate, but only insofar as he understands there are limitations on his 
public actions but not nearly as tight as one would expect. It is 
the  moderation of a general who understands the written and 
unwritten rules of warfare and will push hard on their limits 
without breaking them. In their actions these statesmen may push 
the bounds of moderation, but never in their reverence for the 
Constitution and civil order of the American republic.

Finally, the moderate military statesman is a limited 
Machiavellian in the sense that he has not been blind to the nature 
of the citizens he serves. Certainly this essay makes no claim that 
the statesmen sketched here rejected traditional moral virtue, had 
deeply hidden political designs, or were squarely motivated by 
their desires to acquire or dominate. Neither, however, were they 
classical republicans who attempted to instill in the citizenry an 
unassailable patriotic virtue as the means of preserving order and 
organizing defense. They were democratic statesmen with a certain 
kind of military mind that allowed them to appreciate the reliance 
of liberty on order while also appreciating that a liberty-loving 
people are not always amenable to instilling that order when it is 
necessary. Washington understood this when moving steadily but 
cautiously to solidify Federalist goals while acquiescing to the 
rising tide of Democratic-Republican ideas when possible. Marshall 
understood this when accepting public blame for disciplining 
MacArthur.76 No American political leader, military or otherwise, is 
likely to publicly declare himself or herself in favor of any teaching 
of Machiavelli. Even a leader’s ideas that align closely with 
American traditions, such as the strong recommendation for a 
citizen-based military force, appear safer when they come from 
other sources. When the call for the next moderate military states-
man comes, he or she may find that a legacy of “Hero of the 
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Republic” or “Disappointment of the Republic” will depend largely 
on the ability to maintain a moderate image, undertake great tasks, 
and tame fortune in a manner that Machiavelli would have found 
worthy to include as an anecdote in one of his works. He might 
rightfully characterize the phenomenon of the American military 
moderate statesman as an example of a republic that has found a 
healthy way to stave off its corruption for a few centuries. But 
before Americans immoderately celebrate this accomplishment, 
they should not forget Machiavelli’s grave assertion “that it is 
impossible to order a perpetual republic, because its ruin is caused 
through a thousand unexpected ways.”77
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