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WHO ARE TRUMP’S GENERALS?

Mike Flynn. You’re fired! 

H.R. McMaster. Jim Mattis. John Kelly. You’re hired!
 
President Donald Trump has turned to fellow 
billionaire businessmen for many top jobs in his “Drain 
the Swamp” administration. But for three crucial national 
security roles—Secretary of Defense, National Security 
Advisor, and Secretary of Homeland Security—he has 
turned to career military men.  

So determined is Trump to have soldiers at his side that, 
when the retired three-star Army general he chose for 
National Security Advisor had to resign, the President 
chose a serving three-star general to replace him. Sure, 
these officers have relevant experience a-plenty, but their 
nominations set off alarm bells for many concerned about 
the principle of civilian control.

Indeed, Mattis retired from the Marine Corps so recently, 
in 2013, that Congress had to vote him a special waiver 
from law requiring military officers to be retired seven years 
before serving as Secretary of Defense, only the second 
such exemption in 70 years. There’s no such restriction 
for a National Security Advisor or a Homeland Security 
Secretary, which is just as well for Team Trump: Flynn 
retired from the Army only in 2014, Kelly from the Marines 
Corps in 2016, and McMaster is still on active duty.

But contrary to stereotypes of cigar-chomping, trigger-
happy generals, Jim “Mad Dog” Mattis has already 
proven a voice of moderation and restraint, publicly 
walking back comments by his more bellicose boss. Even 
before Trump was inaugurated or Mattis confirmed, Gen. 
Mattis said the U.S. should abide by its nuclear deal with 
Iran, fulfill its commitments to NATO, and keep buying 
the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter—three things on which 
the then-President Elect had very publically cast doubt. 
Indeed, the moment Trump’s choice of Mattis became 
public, the national security establishment in both the 
US and Europe breathed audible sighs of relief. That’s 
especially remarkable considering Mattis was pushed 
out of his last command, CENTCOM, because the Obama 
Administration considered him too hawkish on Iran: In the 
context of Team Trump, Mattis is the soul of moderation.
 
 

Similarly, Kelly publicly deviated from several of Trump’s 
more extreme campaign pledges. In his Senate confirmation 
hearing, the retired Marine general rejected waterboarding 
as unlawful torture, doubted the value of a wall along the 
Mexican border or mass deportations, and questioned 
the constitutionality of targeting Muslims for domestic 
surveillance and other security measures on the grounds 
of their religion. Like Mattis, Kelly received an enthusiastic 
audience in the Senate.
 
Flynn was more of a wild card—which ultimately proved 
his downfall. As a general in the normally cloistered world 
of Army intelligence, Flynn captured headlines in 2010 
with a public paper blasting the military intelligence effort 
in Afghanistan, which he had just taken command of, 
and laying out reforms. Four years later, as head of the 
Defense Intelligence Agency, he made such controversial 
changes that the Obama Administration forced him out. 
In civilian life, he retweeted scurrilous stories about 
Hillary Clinton and had a much-criticized paid speaking 
engagement in Russia. Ultimately, it was his eagerness 
to reach out to Russia that tripped him up: He reportedly 
spoke to the Russian ambassador about lifting sanctions 
—a controversial idea in itself—in the legally murky period 
after the election but before the inauguration, then misled 
the public and even Vice-President Pence about it.
 
Replacing Flynn as National Security Advisor was just 
the latest step in H.R. McMaster’s surprising rise. Once 
McMaster seemed fated to resign as a colonel, one of the 
many talented officers too iconoclastic to make general. 
After two successive promotion boards passed him 
over, counterinsurgency Gen. David Petraeus personally 
intervened with the bureaucracy. McMaster not only 
rocketed up the ranks to three-star general but became 
a leading figure in shaping the Army’s thinking about 
its future. Even more significant for Trump, McMaster’s 
philosophy of leadership—embodied in his book about 
Vietnam, Dereliction of Duty—is for generals to speak 
blunt, uncomfortable truths to their political leaders.
 
Despite their differences, all four men were shaped by 
the common life of military and by the shared crucible 
of guerrilla warfare in Afghanistan and Iraq. As Gerald 
Ford award-winning journalist James Kitfield wrote for us 
in a special four-part series, those ordeals shaped their 
worldview in ways that will have a profound influence on 
the Trump Administration.

INTRODUCTION
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MCMASTER:  
WILL HE 
SPEAK TRUTH 
TO POWER?

By Colin Clark and Sydney J. Freedberg Jr.

UPDATED: Adds Stavridis Comments 

WASHINGTON: H.R. as President Trump’s new National 
Security Advisor is known, is best known for a book in 
which he criticized the top ranks of America’s military for 
not standing up to the country’s political leadership and 
speaking truth to power during the Vietnam War.

“H.R.” is best known for a book in which he criticized the 
top ranks of America’s military for failing to stand up to 
the country’s political leadership during the Vietnam War. 
McMaster is “brilliant, creative.. the complete package,” 
retired Adm. James Stavridis, told the audience at today’s 
AFCEA West conference in San Diego. “He wrote a book, 
Dereliction of Duty, specifically about the need to speak 
truth to power. I think he’s going to have a chance to put 
that one into practice.”

Now he will work for Donald 
Trump, a president who 
sometimes does not seem to like 
it when people speak truth to 
him if it contradicts his views— 
at least in public. Of course, a 
National Security Advisor rarely 
needs to speak his views in 
public, but Trump and McMaster 
may well clash on an issue that 
is central to America’s national 
security: Russia. McMaster has 
long been skeptical of Russian 

intentions and views them as a serious threat to US 
interests. He’s pushed hard for the Army to boost its 
capabilities to cope with a possible Russian threat.

On China, his views seems to align much more closely with 
the Trump White House. China is “building land… to project 

power outward from land into the maritime and aerospace 
domains,” the Army’s chief futurist, Lt. Gen. H.R. McMaster, 
said in a May 2016 appearance at the Center for Strategic 
& International Studies. He said the US Army needs to act 
much as the Chinese are, using island bases as a means to 
dominate the seas and airspace around them, allowing them 
to sink ships and down aircraft—a central component of the 
Army’s new Multi-Domain Battle concept.

In one of his more notable public utterances, 
McMaster told the Senate Armed Services 
Committee in April last year that the US 
Army is “outranged and outgunned by 
many potential adversaries.” He took quite 
a bit of heat for those comments — even 
his friend and Chief of Staff, Gen. Mark 
Milley, felt compelled to qualify them —
but the logical conclusion of his thoughts 
would seem to put him squarely in line 
with the Trump Administration’s plans to 
boost the Army’s size and increase the 
military’s readiness and lethality.
 
But what is McMaster like? I spoke with a former 
classmate of H.R.’s to find out. “He is not your standard 
ticket-punching careerist,” this person said. “He can be 
politically savvy, but not correct— ever. He’s put his balls 
on the line several times,” pointing to how much he roiled 
the waters with his comments about the Army being 
outranged and outgunned.

Lt. Gen. H.R. McMaster

http://breakingdefense.com/tag/gen.-h.r.-mcmaster/
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/gen.-h.r.-mcmaster/
https://www.amazon.com/Dereliction-Duty-Johnson-McNamara-Vietnam/dp/0060929081
http://breakingdefense.com/2014/10/the-army-gropes-toward-a-cultural-revolution/
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/russia/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/11/army-gets-serious-about-next-tank-next-generation-combat-vehicle/
http://breakingdefense.com/2015/06/russia-threat-boosts-stryker-upgrade-budget-to-371-million/
http://breakingdefense.com/2015/06/russia-threat-boosts-stryker-upgrade-budget-to-371-million/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/04/chinese-scarborough-shoal-base-would-threaten-manila/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/04/chinese-scarborough-shoal-base-would-threaten-manila/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/04/mcmaster-army-may-be-outnumbered-and-outgunned-in-next-war/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/05/chinese-island-bases-show-the-way-for-us-army/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/05/chinese-island-bases-show-the-way-for-us-army/
http://breakingdefense.com/2015/04/no-mans-sea-csbas-lethal-vision-of-future-naval-war/
http://breakingdefense.com/2014/07/2-overlooked-clues-russian-or-proxies-shot-down-malaysian-jetliner/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/09/armys-multi-domain-battle-jamming-hacking-long-range-missiles/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/04/mcmaster-army-may-be-outnumbered-and-outgunned-in-next-war/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/04/milley-shrink-big-target-hqs-as-russia-outguns-us/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/04/milley-shrink-big-target-hqs-as-russia-outguns-us/


5

And as our deputy editor, Sydney Freedberg, noted in his 
excellent piece about McMaster’s promotion to three star, 
McMaster wouldn’t be in his current position without the 
explicit support of former CIA Director David Petraeus. 
In fact, the then-colonel had been turned down twice 
for promotion to brigadier, normally a career-ending 
action. But Petraeus flew to Washington for McMaster’s 
promotion board and fought hard for him. And H.R. 
got his first star. (We have a sneaking suspicion, but no 
evidence, that Petraeus suggested H.R. to Trump. How 
else does a relatively obscure Army three-star shoot up to 
the White House slot?) He became one of four horsemen 
to successfully challenge Big Army’s entrenched opposition 
to counter-insurgency warfare. “Without H.R. McMaster 
there was no COIN in Iraq and there was no victory,” his 
classmate says.

His greatest strength as the National Security Advisor 
to Trump, the man charged with coordinating national 
security policy across the federal government and helping 
to craft our national strategy, will be his strategic sense.  

“I think strategy is probably his strength. He looks at 
the deep problem and doesn’t buy in to the groupthink,” 
our source believes. Personally, H.R. “is a really sincere 
genuine guy; a bit boring, a bit earnest.” 

WORDS FROM THE TROOPS

When McMaster was promoted three years ago to 
lieutenant general—three stars in six years —a number of 
our readers commented on the man they had served with.

A reader called Bill D. said McMaster was the executive 
officer in his first unit, the 1-66 Armor.

“He was patient but firm, and showed signs of leadership 
beyond his years even then. An example of this was our 
unit’s annual football game played before the Army-Navy 
game, the ‘Toilet Bowl’. The game was played between the 
junior officers and the O-3’s and above of the battalion. 
HR was of course the quarterback, and any notion that this 

was a fun game was lost right away with the first nasty hits. 
I will never forget the chaplin (sic)d swearing and getting in 
a full fledged fist fight with the mortar platoon leader. That 
was a great unit! Anyway, a senior NCO had the thankless 
job of reffing the game. The battalion commander, who 
was a turd, was pulling rank and intimidating this poor guy. 
Most of the LT’s were pissed, but what are you going to do, 
tell the battalion commander he is cheating b–tard? Well 
McMaster did, he told the guy he was a cheat and a disgrace 
and we were going to beat them no matter how much the 
Colonel cheated. You could hear a pin drop on that field, but 
McMaster did not care, he stood up for what was right. The 
battalion commander yelled at him and told him to watch 
it (cause he was a turd), but McMaster did not care. That 
always impressed me and was an important lesson to me 
in leadership. When I heard many years later that he told 
Rumsfeld basically the same thing that he told the battalion 
commander at Fort Hood in 1986, I was not surprised.”

A regular commenter on Breaking D, Cincinattus (who 
appears to be a retired Army cavalry scout named Patrick 
Shrier who has a deep interest in military history) offered this:

“H.R. was my Squadron CO in 1/4 Cav in the early 2000’s. I 
can think of no one better suited to think realistically about 
future threats and advocate for the force structure changes 
the army so desperately needs going forward. I will never 
forget him POing everybody in the 1ID staff when he finagled 
the dollars for realistic training out of them for out Troop 
Challenge exercises in Germany. The bean counters were upset 
because he was using all of our Squadron STRAC allocation 
and borrowing ammo from other units who were not using 
theirs to get us fully trained. The only time I ever remember 
getting so much range time in my 23 year career was getting 
ready for the 1994 III Corps Cav Cup at Fort Bliss.

“H.R. has his detractors but at heart he is a 
soldier’s soldier like Omar Bradley and his 
first priority is making sure Joe is properly 
trained, equipped, and organized to defeat 
the enemy.”
 
While he won’t be running the military, H.R. will certainly 
help decide how and why and when and where it is used. 
Since strategy drives policy, which drives money, McMaster 
will have a key role in shaping his well-loved Army, as well 
as the rest of the services and the apparatus that works with 
them, from the CIA to Treasury to State. Wish him well.

MCMASTER: WILL HE SPEAK TRUTH TO POWER?

http://breakingdefense.com/2014/02/army-promotes-controversial-generals-what-mcmaster-mangum-mean-for-the-future/
http://breakingdefense.com/2012/11/petraeus-resigns-as-dci-usdi-vickers-bruited-as-replacement/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/02/army-builds-advisor-brigades-counterinsurgency-is-here-to-stay/
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/national-security-council/
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/national-security-council/
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/army-future/
http://breakingdefense.com/2013/09/the-fiddler-crab-effect-state-aid-nsc-cant-keep-up-with-dod/
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MATTIS SIGNALS STRONG COMMITMENT 
TO ALLIES, ESPECIALLY NATO;  
ANNOUNCES WEAPONS REVIEW
By Colin Clark  

Presumptive Defense Secretary James Mattis sent a 
clear signal to America’s allies—and to his presumptive 
boss, President-Elect Trump—that the NATO alliance is 

“enormously” important and that America “must also take 
no ally for granted.”

If approved by the Senate, Mattis said, in 

written answers to questions from the Senate 

Armed Services Committee, that he “will 

work to promote these alliances.” During his 

testimony to the committee this morning, 

Mattis went so far as to call NATO perhaps 

the most important alliance in world history.

All this would seem to stand in stark contrast to the 
dismissive statements from Trump when he was running 
for president. At the same time, while Trump’s tone was 
dismissive and he seemed to reject the standard American 
commitment to NATO, Trump’s comments about burden 
sharing echoed sentiments by President Obama, who called 
allies who didn’t meet the NATO requirement of spending 
2 percent of their GNP “freeloaders.” It is a sentiment 
that has long been held by American policymakers and the 
military, who have watched America’s share of the NATO 
budget rise from 50 percent to 75 percent since 2001. But 

Trump’s tone and blunt delivery, as so often happened,  
has made it appear as if the U.S. would not meet its treaty 
obligations under Article 5 of the NATO charter.

Mattis called on NATO to “harness renewed political 
will to confront and walk back aggressive Russian actions 
and other threats to the security of its members,” in his 
written answers. He also told the SASC that “buttressing 
NATO will be fundamental” to managing the increasingly 
feisty Russians, adding that the Pentagon “we will need 
an integrated strategy that strengthens the North Atlantic 
Alliance and ensures that the Department of Defense is 
prepared to counter both traditional and emerging threats.”

That should go some way to alleviate the fears of many 
NATO allies, felt especially keenly by the Baltic States and 
Poland as they face the restive Russian bear.

In a clear sign to Russia and China, Mattis said he thinks 
that the current liberal world order—the skein of 
international law and diplomacy guaranteed by American 
military and economic power since 1945— is “under the 
biggest assault since World War.” He also told SASC 
chairman Sen. John McCain that he does not think the 
American military is strong enough to achieve the goal of 
maintaining that order. 

http://breakingdefense.com/tag/gen.-james-mattis/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/01/all-we-are-saying-is-give-trump-a-chance-uk-gen-bradshaw/
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/nato/
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/russia/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/12/best-of-2016-china-rising/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/11/trump-will-not-always-get-what-he-wants-from-gop-congress/
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MATTIS SIGNALS STRONG COMMITMENT TO ALLIES,  
ESPECIALLY NATO; ANNOUNCES WEAPONS REVIEW

Mattis also told 
Sen. Tom Cotton 
that we have a “reset 
problem” after “many 
years of hard use” of 
American weapons. He 
pointed especially to 
maintenance problems 
for ships that, because 
we don’t have enough of 
them, need to stay at sea 

for longer periods than expected. 

They then need more maintenance once they return to 
home port. (This is especially true of aircraft carriers, 
though Mattis didn’t mention them specifically).

All this would seem a clear signal, when combined with 
Trump’s willingness to “let it be an arms race” in nuclear 
weapons, that the United States will buy more war machines. 
But in his written questions, Mattis announced a major 
review of what weapons America buy and why it buys them, 
and he told the SASC this morning that he would work 
hard on getting the Pentagon’s business practices “in line.” 
Trump has, of course, publicly shamed the two top defense 
contractors, Lockheed Martin and Boeing, for high costs and 
schedule delays afflicting the F-35 and the new Air Force One.

In his written answers, Mattis said:

“My priorities would include increasing the readiness 
of our force, and ensuring its effective employment in 
accomplishing the missions directed by the Commander-
in- Chief. I intend to bring business-minded reforms to the 
Department of Defense, ensuring that we gain the greatest 
possible return to our national security for every tax dollar 
invested. This effort would include a review of what, why, 
and how we are buying things.”

The most intriguing 
exchange at the SASC 
hearing about acquisition 
was with Sen. Mazie 
Hirono, Democrat 
of Hawaii. She asked 
Mattis if Trump’s use 
of Twitter to comment 
about weapons systems 
already under contract 
was appropriate. Mattis 

said it wasn’t his role to comment on the President-elect’s 
statements, He did say that Trump’s tweets show the 
president-elect “is serious about getting the best bang for the 
dollar when it comes to defense dollars.”

Put that combination of readiness concerns together with 
the desire to get the “best bang” and we may be looking at 
increased spending directed largely at improving readiness, 
as opposed to straight acquisition. Shipbuilders look to 
benefit most from this approach, since building more ships 
will have the most direct impact on naval readiness. The Air 
Force is probably next in line.

While Mattis told the SASC he supported planned upgrades 
to the nuclear triad, he did pause on one program that 
has received widespread support throughout the Obama 
Pentagon, the next-generation Air Launched Cruise Missile 
(known as LRSO). “I need to look at that one,” he said.

Sen. Tom Cotton Sen. Mazie Hirono

http://breakingdefense.com/2016/11/sen-cotton-trump-ally-defends-nato-critiques-putin/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/01/fix-readiness-first-shipbuilding-second-navy-to-trump/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/01/fix-readiness-first-shipbuilding-second-navy-to-trump/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/01/navy-will-get-uss-ford-in-april-finally/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/01/let-it-be-an-arms-race-our-nuclear-adversaries-have-already-started/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/01/trump-sort-of-bangs-f-35-again-but-big-things-promised/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/01/trump-sort-of-bangs-f-35-again-but-big-things-promised/
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/military-readiness/
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/military-readiness/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/01/2017-forecast-trump-is-the-navys-best-friend/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/01/2017-forecast-trump-is-the-navys-best-friend/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/01/2017-forecast-air-force-faces-intense-trump-scrutiny/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/01/2017-forecast-air-force-faces-intense-trump-scrutiny/
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/air-launched-cruise-missile/
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/air-launched-cruise-missile/
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FLYNN APPEARS 
TO HINT AT CUTTING  
NSC STAFF;  
RICE SAYS SIZE 
MATTERS LESS

By Colin Clark   

WASHINGTON: Incoming National Security Advisor 
Michael Flynn issued a ringing endorsement of American 
exceptionalism and declared, “we have always been the 
indispensable nation and we always will be.”

Flynn also appeared to hint at plans, 

supported by most GOP defense lawmakers, 

to reduce the size of the National Security 

Council staff. Without providing any details, 

Flynn said he is “absolutely committed to 

carrying out necessary reforms carried out  

by previous administrations.”

He spoke after his colleague, Susan Rice,  

the outgoing NSA, defended the current size 

of the NSC staff. After saying she was “struck” 

by how much the staff had grown between 

her two stints on the NSC, Rice noted the 

administration had cut staff by 15 percent. 

And she noted that 90 percent of the staff  

are “career national security professionals,” 

rather than political appointees. 

SUSAN RICE,  
OBAMA’S NATIONAL SECURITY ADVISOR

Rice also argued that size was not the primary issue. 
Instead, she said, the role of the NSC is what matters, and 

“every president will decide that for himself, or herself.”

As Breaking D readers know, advisors to the Trump campaign 
support whacking the staff from its current level of around 
375 close to the historic average of 40 to 60. A wide range of 
national security experts have sharply criticized the Obama 
Administration’s national security decision making, saying 
that the NSC staff had usurped the role of Cabinet agencies 
and forced decision-makers to spend enormous amounts of 
time serving NSC demands for information.

Flynn offered an intriguing outline of what the NSC will do 
under President Trump. The NSC will serve four functions, 
ones that sound as if they will hew much more closely to 
the 1947 law that established the council. It will:

• Advise the president on national security issues; 
• Formulate policy; 
• Monitor how policy is carried out; 
• Prepare the president to cope with future threats

Michael Flynn, Trump’s National Security Advisor

http://breakingdefense.com/2016/12/trumps-generals-part-3-mike-flynn-vs-al-qaeda/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/11/trump-advisers-press-for-major-nsc-changes/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/11/trump-advisers-press-for-major-nsc-changes/
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/susan-rice/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/11/trump-advisers-press-for-major-nsc-changes/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/03/nsc-staff-too-big-too-activist-top-former-generals-officials/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/03/nsc-staff-too-big-too-activist-top-former-generals-officials/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/03/nsc-staff-too-big-too-activist-top-former-generals-officials/


9

Flynn also made an intriguing remark about Trump, saying 
part of his job will be “we need to help him work with our 
partners in Congress on both sides of the aisle (emphasis 
added) despite the difficulties we will face.”

Overall, though, the tenor of today’s remarks at the 
remarkable event at the U.S Institute for Peace, “Passing 
the Baton,” was hopeful. Flynn and Rice delivered a pair of 
speeches that appeared to leave the audience heartened by 
the prospect of a rational and orderly transition of power  
in the national security realm.

Rice said the “handoff continues as I speak” and offered 
praise for the Trump national security team, saying they 
had had “constructive meetings with Gen. Flynn and his 
staff. I will say I’m very proud of the professional manner  
in which we have conducted this transition.”

While most of Rice’s speech was a predictable, though well 
written and delivered, defense of the Obama Administration’s 
foreign policy and national security achievements, it was also 
marked by a touching mention of her past. Her grandfather 

“was a janitor who emigrated from Jamaica in 1912 with my 
grandmother, who was a maid and a seamstress. Standing here 
as the national security advisor to the president of the United 
States, I’m filled with gratitude for this country and the 
opportunities afforded me and so many others.”

Her finishing line helped bring the jaded group of national 
security professionals to its feet for a 43-second standing 
ovation. She said she hoped America will remain a strong 
and secure country, a “beacon of hope for all the world.”

Flynn put a somewhat different spin on that sentiment in 
his speech, noting that, “like it or not, the world needs us.”

FLYNN APPEARS TO HINT AT CUTTING  
NSC STAFF; RICE SAYS SIZE MATTERS LESS

http://breakingdefense.com/2016/11/trump-will-not-always-get-what-he-wants-from-gop-congress/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/11/trump-will-not-always-get-what-he-wants-from-gop-congress/
http://www.usip.org/events/passing-the-baton-2017-americas-role-in-the-world
http://www.usip.org/events/passing-the-baton-2017-americas-role-in-the-world
http://breakingdefense.com/tag/2016-transition/
http://breakingdefense.com/2017/01/all-we-are-saying-is-give-trump-a-chance-uk-gen-bradshaw/
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WE’LL WATCH 
TRUMP’S ACTIONS:
UK GEN. BRADSHAW, TOP NATO LEADER

By Sydney J. Freedberg Jr.

WASHINGTON: With just 10 days before Donald Trump’s inauguration, 
our European allies appear to have gotten over the initial shock of his 
election and moved to a wait-and-see mode. They’ll judge him by his 
actions in office, not by his mixed messages on the campaign trail.

“What I detect from my colleagues within NATO is a readiness 
to wait and see how the administration executes policy,” said Sir 
Adrian Bradshaw, the British general who’s deputy Supreme Allied 
Commander in Europe. “We’ve heard quite a lot of rhetoric, which is 
election rhetoric, but we’ve also heard Mr. Trump say ‘I’m for NATO.’”

General Bradshaw, with typically British delicacy, did not 

mention Trump’s much-cited comments that he might 

not come to an allies’ defense, as required by Article 5 

of the NATO charter, if the country in question doesn’t 

“pay their bills.” But Bradshaw did tell the Council on 

Foreign Relations this morning that “the degree to which 

people are paying for…collective defense is a perfectly 

legitimate issue to look at”—and when Trump does look 

into it, he might be pleasantly surprised.

Trump advises staking out extreme positions as a negotiating tactic— 
arguably what he’s done on issues from NATO to the F-35.

Gen. Sir Adrian Bradshaw,  
UK, Deputy SACEUR

http://breakingdefense.com/2016/12/best-of-2016-president-trump/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/11/trumps-pentagon-trumps-world-defense-stocks-soar/
http://breakingdefense.com/2016/12/its-time-to-take-donald-trump-seriously/
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WE’LL WATCH TRUMP’S ACTIONS: 
UK GEN. BRADSHAW, TOP NATO LEADER

“We’ve had indications that Mr. Trump would look very 
carefully at the degree to which NATO nations are paying 
their way, and the reality is that in 2016, collectively, NATO 
increased its defense spending for the first time since 2010,” 
Bradshaw said. Five of NATO’s 28 members—the U.S., UK, 
Poland, Estonia, and Greece—have now met the alliance 
target of spending 2 percent of GDP on defense. (U.S. 
spending is about 3.3 percent). Other nations are well on 
their way, despite the economic malaise permeating Europe. 

“My prediction,” Bradshaw said, “would be that we will see 
increased spending, notwithstanding the very considerable 
challenge that poses to nations that are undergoing their 
own austerity programs.”

Another reassuring sign for the relationship is Trump’s 
nomination of retired Marine general James Mattis to 
be his Secretary of Defense. “I know Gen. Mattis very 
well. I have enormous respect for his professional ability 
and for him as a person,” said Bradshaw. “An incoming 
administration could do a lot worse than to listen very 
carefully to his advice.”

Does Trump’s nomination of three retired generals for key 
posts undermine civilian control of the military? “I think 
it would be a problem if things moved too far that way,” 
Bradshaw said, “but generals who’ve done stuff, like Gen. 
Mattis, know what a desperate business war is and will do 
their damnedest to avoid it.”

Bradshaw is far from the only senior European 

to praise Mattis. Mattis is also far from the only 

senior American whose selection to serve the 

Trump administration appears to have reassured 

the Europeans:
 

•  Just this week, Bradshaw’s American counterpart, the deputy 
chief of U.S. European Command deputy, celebrated U.S. 
combat forces flowing into Europe through the German 
port of Bremerhaven. “The deployment of this 4,000-person, 
battle-ready Armored Brigade Combat Team,” said Lt. Gen. 
Tim Ray, “is just one aspect of the United States’ pledge to 
demonstrate our rock-solid commitment to Europe.”

 
•  In December, Senate Armed Services Chairman John  

McCain and his protégé Sen. Lindsey Graham—both fre-
quent critics of Trump’s—visited NATO’s frontline members, 
the Baltic States. There McCain declared that “the best way 
to prevent Russian misbehavior (is) having a credible, strong 
military and a strong NATO alliance.”

 

•  In November, Trump ally Sen. Tom Cotton said “the best way 
to deter (war) is to be iron-clad in our support of our NATO 
allies,” adding that “Article 5 is a treaty commitment”—and 
thus inviolable — but “the 2 percent defense spend is a 
political commitment. There’s a difference.”

 
“The United States of America is the largest contributor to 
NATO, its most powerful nation in NATO, and it has the 
bulk of strategic deterrent (i.e. nukes),” Bradshaw said. “The 
United States’ contribution is absolutely fundamental—and 
I don’t think that anybody in NATO really doubts it will 
continue to be so.

“We’re looking forward to seeing how the new relationship 
develops,” Gen. Bradshaw said. “Mr. Trump will be President 
of the United States. He’ll be commander in chief of U.S. 
forces, and he’s going to be a hugely important figure in 
NATO” (i.e., whether he wants to be or not). “We are looking 
forward to Mr. Trump playing a very significant role in an 
alliance which is hugely important to all of us, not least the 
United States.”

What about Britain’s own commitment to Europe, given 
its Brexit referendum vote to quit the European Union? 
Bradshaw responded with a ringing statement of the 
importance of the NATO treaty.

“I live and work in Europe. (NATO HQ is in Brussels). I’ve 
got many friends in Belgium and more widely in Europe, who 
are very, very disappointed in the Brexit vote, understandably,” 
said Bradshaw. “What I say to them is, we are still wholly, 
absolutely committed to Europe, in many ways.”

In particular, “as a member of NATO, we have signed up  
to Article 5 of the Washington treaty,” Bradshaw said.  

“Our sons and daughters would be committed to the 
defense of a NATO nation if it came under threat, if 
we faced a situation of war. I can’t think of a more 
fundamental commitment than that.”

Then-Lt. Gen. James Mattis talks to a  
wounded service member in Iraq.
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EVERYBODY LOVES ‘MAD DOG’:  
MATTIS PICK REASSURES ALLIES
By Sydney J. Freedberg Jr.

SIMI VALLEY, CALIF.: You might not think a man 
nicknamed “Mad Dog” would put America’s allies at ease. 
But that’s the buzz here at the Reagan Library’s annual 
defense conference, where Donald Trump‘s choice of Gen. 
James Mattis to run the Pentagon met with enthusiastic 
praise from the right, from the left, and from overseas.

It looks like the retired four-star’s motto for his 

Marines in Iraq—“No better friend, no worse 

enemy”—is true of the man himself. Our allies 

may be at best nonplussed by Trump, but they 

know what to make of Mattis because they’ve 

worked and fought alongside him.

“We have a lot of military personnel 
who have experience working with 
him,” Norwegian defense minister 
Ine Eriksen Søreide told the Reagan 
National Defense Forum. (Norway 
has sent troops to both Afghanistan 
and Iraq). Soon after Mattis was 
picked, she said, she started getting 
celebratory texts from members of 
the Norwegian military, especially 
members of her country’s special 
forces, who worked with Mattis 
particularly closely.

 
 

“I’m looking forward to working with him, as are our 
military, who know him very well,” said the UK’s Secretary 
of State for Defense, Michael Fallon. Fallon pointed out 
to reporters that the general served alongside European 
allies as both NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander for 
Transformation and as chief of U.S. Central Command.

In both those jobs, Mattis has testified repeatedly on the 
Hill to the importance of allies and partners, said Sen. Dan 
Sullivan. That the U.S. is “ally rich” while rivals like Russia 
and China are “ally poor” is a great strategic advantage, 
and Mattis is “very focused” on cultivating that advantage, 
Sullivan told the conference, before pledging to work for a 
speedy confirmation.

“Anybody named ‘mad dog’ is gonna get my vote,” said Sen. 
Lindsey Graham to loud laughter. Nicknames aside, though, 

“he’s one of the most sophisticated thinkers in the defense 
world I’ve ever met,” Graham continued.  
 
This is especially high praise given the senator’s scathing 
past criticism of Trump: The president-elect’s appointees 
don’t get a free pass from Graham.

In particular, Graham continued, having Mattis as Defense 
Secretary means “we’re going to have a different relationship 
with the Arab world and Iran.” Picking Mattis, he said, is “a 
signal to the Arabs” that the U.S. is about to get tough on 
Iran, whom our Sunni Arab allies dread.

 

Then-Lt. Gen. James Mattis 
in Iraq.

Ine Eriksen Søreide, 
Norway’s Minister  
of Defense
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EVERYBODY LOVES ‘MAD DOG’:  
MATTIS PICK REASSURES ALLIES

By some reports, Mattis may have even lost his job at 
CENTCOM because he was too hawkish on Iran for 
the Obama Administration, which was laboring on a 
controversial nuclear deal with the Iranians at the time. 

“That’s one of the reasons [for] having a man like Gen. 
Mattis on board to be secretary of defense,” said former 
Vice-President Dick Cheney, citing the news stories 
approvingly. “He fully understands those threats.”

Of course, the idea that Mattis might be hawkish on Iran 
will not be reassuring to everyone. Nor will endorsement 
from Cheney, one of the primary authors of the Iraq war 
now entering its 13th year. Yet even Leon Panetta, an 
outspoken Democrat—albeit one with his own painful 
differences with the Obama White House—endorsed 
Mattis without reservation.

“Jim Mattis, having worked for me as CENTCOM 
commander, is a great soldier [sic], somebody who really 
understands defense, very thoughtful,” said the former 
secretary of defense. “I’m pleased that he [Trump] 
appointed somebody like Gen. Mattis,” Panetta continued. 
Panetta couldn’t help adding, “I hope he appoints 
somebody at Secretary of State who understands the 
issues”—clearly implying that Mattis does understand them.

What about the appointment of a recently retired  
military officer as Secretary of Defense, a position 
meant to embody civilian control of the armed forces? 
Well, replied Panetta, the Senate will have to waive the 
requirement that any officer have spent at least seven years 
in civilian life before becoming SecDef, and that process 
will be a useful opportunity to discuss the principle of 
civilian control and make sure everyone gets it, including 
Mattis on the off chance he doesn’t already.

But the vote itself should be an easy yes, Panetta continued 
—at least for Mattis: There might not be the same 
willingness to waive the seven-year rule for somebody else. 
That said, the rule itself is somewhat arbitrary.

“Who the hell are we kidding?” Panetta exclaimed to laughter. 
“Seven years, where the hell did that come from?… Somebody 
figured in seven years, ‘oh, you’ve become a civilian’?”

You can take the man out of the military, in other words, 
but after decades of service, you can’t take the military out 
of the man. In many cases, including Mattis’, those years 
in uniform teach skills that are the exact opposite of the 
pop-culture stereotype of generals in general, and Marines 
in particular, as cigar-chomping, tough-talking, perpetually 
snarling human bulldogs.

It’s important to remember that since the birth of the 
Republic, when George Washington relied on Lafayette and 
Rochambeau for victory, high-level command has been as 
much about international diplomacy as it is about military 
strategy. (War is the extension of global politics by other 
means).  Much like Dwight Eisenhower as Supreme Allied 
Commander in World War II, Mattis’ job at CENTCOM 
in particular required cajoling, coercing, and reassuring 
independent-minded allies.

Barking orders might work back at base in the U.S., but it 
won’t get you far with an international coalition. Mattis may 
have the image of the hard-nosed, blunt-talking Marine, with 
nicknames like “Mad Dog” and “Warrior Monk,” but the 
real man is more complex. To do his job, Mattis sometimes 
needed to speak softly, even while he carried a big stick.

That’s a principle Mattis’s new boss would do well to take 
to heart in his ongoing evolution from real estate tycoon to 
reality TV star to presidential candidate to commander-in-
chief of the most powerful military in the world.

“We’re quite careful in Europe to distinguish between campaign 
rhetoric and what an administration actually does in practice,” 
the UK’s Fallon told reporters. “You campaign in poetry, you 
govern in prose,” Fallon continued, quoting Mario Cuomo.” 
I’m not going to accuse Donald Trump of poetry, but, you know, 
we have to wave off some of the campaign rhetoric.”

Leon Panetta

Michael Fallon, UK Secretary of State For Defense,  
talks to reporters at the Reagan Library.
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TRUMP’S GENERALS: THE PROFILES

Among the many anxieties inspired by the rise of Trump, one of the most 

profound is his fondness for generals. Does naming so many retired 

military men to top positions undermine the principal of civilian control? 

How might their shared experiences in our post-9/11 conflicts shape the 

way they govern? Award-winning defense reporter James Kitfield took 

us in depth with profiles of Jim Mattis, John Kelly, and Mike Flynn. Kitfield 

starts the series with a look at Trump’s generals as a group. Besides 

Trump, what do they all have in common? The answer is one word: war.

INTRODUCTION 2
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TRUMP’S GENERALS:  
HOW WARTIME SERVICE SHAPED  
MATTIS, KELLY, & FLYNN

By James Kitfield 

The generals likely to hold top positions in the incoming 
Trump administration share a common trait: They are 
combat veterans highly attuned to looming threats.

While it’s raised 

eyebrows in terms 

of traditional civil-

military relations, 

president-elect 

Donald Trump’s 

decision to lean 

heavily on generals in building his national 

security team has been received with sighs 

of relief by many foreign policy and national 

security experts. By the nature of their 

profession, senior military leaders tend to be 

pragmatic internationalists who know how 

to run large organizations. They understand 

from experience how the world works. They 

are generally disciplined and well-read. 

Having come of age on the battlefields of 

Afghanistan and Iraq, these generals are also 

intimately familiar with the horrors of war, and 

the second- and third-order consequences of 

firing the first shot.

“Given the huge amount of uncertainty over the 
composition of Trump’s national security team, I do think 
the announcement of a top spot for a general like Jim 
Mattis has been greeted widely with sighs of relief,” said 
Richard Fontaine, president of the Center for a New 
American Security in Washington. “As a rule, you might like 
to see more civilians in these jobs, but these are pretty 

exceptional times in the political life of the United States, 
and if the best people for these jobs turn out to be former 
military officers, so be it.” 

GEN. JOE DUNFORD

Indeed, the generals likely 
to form the top ranks of a 
Trump administration are 
among the most renowned 
wartime commanders of 
their generation. As the 
presumptive Secretary of 
Defense, retired Marine 
Corps General Jim “Mad 

Dog” Mattis will have as his chief military adviser Marine 
Corps General Joseph “Fighting Joe” Dunford, appointed 
by Obama as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Both 
flag officers earned their nicknames the old-fashioned way 
during multiple combat tours. They are also close to retired 
Marine Corps General John Kelly, another combat veteran 
and the former commander of U.S. Southern Command, 
who will reportedly serve as Trump’s Secretary of 
Homeland Security. According to a knowledgeable source,  
it was Mattis who took upon himself the heartbreaking task 
of telling John Kelly that his son, 1st Lieutenant Robert 
Michael Kelly, had been killed in Afghanistan in 2010.

A more controversial choice is incoming National Security 
Adviser and retired Army Lt. General Michael Flynn. Before 
heading the Defense Intelligence Agency, Flynn served for 
years as the intelligence chief for Joint Special Operations 
Command in Iraq and later the International Security 
Assistance Force in Afghanistan. In both jobs his boss was 

General Stanley McChrystal, another name floated by 
the Trump transition team for a possible role in the new 
administration. When McChrystal was fired as the top 
commander in Afghanistan in 2010 for intemperate remarks 

Gen. John Kelly
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by his staff to a Rolling Stone reporter, he was replaced by 
General David Petraeus, the hero of the Iraq “surge” who 
until recently was on the shortlist for Trump’s Secretary of 
State. Both Flynn and Petraeus, in turn, are personally close 
to retired Army General Jack Keane, the former Army vice 
chief of staff and a backroom architect of the Iraq surge 
campaign who said he turned down Trump’s offer to become 
Secretary of Defense, opening the way for Mattis.

NOT EXACTLY PATTON
At his rallies, Trump likes to describe Jim “Mad Dog” 
Mattis as a reincarnation of pugnacious World War II 
commander General George Patton. But it would be a 
mistake and disservice to characterize this unique group of 
wartime field commanders as reactionary, warmongering, or 
incapable of compromise. The lesson most senior military 
leaders took from Afghanistan and especially Iraq was the 
danger of the U.S. military being overly committed to a 
mission without the sufficient backing of the rest of the U.S. 
government, or of the American public. The Joint Chiefs 
thus generally shared President Obama’s reluctance, for 
instance, to get heavily involved in the Syrian civil war.

Those who fear an intemperate cabal of militaristic generals 
should recall that General Petraeus designed the more 
holistic and humanistic counterinsurgency strategy in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, which turned the tide in those conflicts not 
by focusing on killing insurgents and terrorists —“kinetics”—
but rather by protecting the civilian populations and nation-
building —“clear, hold and build.”

“There was no foundation 
whatsoever for the argument 
that we could have succeeded in 
Iraq or Afghanistan with a 
counterterrorism strategy alone,” 
Petraeus told me in an interview 
for my recent book Twilight 
Warriors: The Soldiers, Spies 

and Special Agents Who Are Revolutionizing the American 
War of War (Basic Books, 2016). “That’s just man-hunting, and 
you can hunt men all day long and the enemy is going to keep 
regenerating. That’s why you have to clear territory and hold it.”

After building the greatest terrorist-hunting network in 
history at Joint Special Operations Command, Generals 
McChrystal and Flynn famously got into a tug-of-war with 
the White House in 2009, when they insisted that killing 
terrorists and insurgents would not by itself be a war-
winning strategy in Afghanistan. “I felt like a victim of our 
own counterterrorism successes at JSOC, because after Iraq 
no one wanted to touch the stove again in terms of another 
COIN (counterinsurgency) campaign in Afghanistan,” 
McChrystal told me in an interview for my book. “I know I 

irritated some people, and it became a great friction point, 
but I had to keep insisting that you can’t kill your way out of 
the situation we faced in Afghanistan.”

Serving together in Iraq, Generals Mattis and Kelly learned 
the same lesson. “In places in our area of responsibility 
where things were not going well, and violence was up, it 
was almost always because U.S. commanders were being 
too kinetic,” Kelly told me in an interview. “If you go into a 
situation like that with a kinetic attitude, you’re acting as a 
hammer and suddenly everything looks like a nail.”

As the commander of 1st Marine Division in Iraq, Mattis 
famously popularized its motto “no better friend, no worse 
enemy.” He also had Middle East experts offer his Marines 
cultural sensitivity training. As the Los Angeles Times 
reported, Mattis instructed his troops that “Whenever you 
show anger or disgust toward civilians, it’s a victory for  
al-Qaeda and other insurgents,” and “Every time you wave 
at an Iraqi civilian, al-Qaeda rolls over in its grave.”

LT. GEN. MICHAEL FLYNN

As the former chief 
intelligence officer for 
the International Security 
Assistance Force in 
Afghanistan, Flynn wrote 
a controversial article 
criticizing the intelligence 
community for focusing 
too narrowly on targeting 
insurgents and terrorists, 
and not enough on 

understanding the broader cultural context of the conflict. 

He also pushed back on the Obama administration’s 
narrative that killing Osama bin Laden and many of his top 
lieutenants had “decimated” Al Qaeda.

“We killed a lot of Al Qaeda leaders, 
whether it was Abu Musab Zarqawi [Al 
Qaeda in Iraq], Anwar al-Awlaki [Al Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula], or Osama bin 
Laden [core Al Qaeda], but the groups kept 
fighting,” Flynn told me in an interview. 
“That convinced me that taking out the 
leadership was not a war-winning strategy.”
 

David Petreaus
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If this group of veteran combat leaders belie cigar-chomping 
stereotypes, their wartime experiences have made them 
hyper-attuned to growing threats now confronting the United 
States, an array of challenges that is arguably more complex 
and varied than at any time since World War II. In terms 
of President-elect Trump’s picks of generals for top posts, 
another common thread unites them: Generals Mattis, Kelly 
and Flynn each became embroiled in disagreements with the 
Obama White House over the urgency of looming threats, 
specifically from Iran, ISIS and at a porous southern border. 
Their pasts may well act as prologue, foreshadowing Trump 
foreign and national security policy.
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TRUMP’S GENERALS, PART 2:  
JIM MATTIS  
VS. IRAN

By James Kitfield 

 
When General Mattis served as the commander of U.S. 
Central Command in 2013, he took responsibility for a 
region on fire. The Taliban and Al Qaeda continued to 
use sanctuaries in Pakistan to destabilize neighboring 
Afghanistan, where U.S. troops were still fighting. The 
Syrian civil war was destabilizing its neighbors such as 
Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey with unprecedented flows 
of refugees, and attracting like moths to a flame Islamist 
extremist groups such as ISIS and the al-Nusra Front. The 
sectarian rule of Iraqi Prime Minister and Shiite Nouri 
al-Maliki was threatening to reignite a Shiite versus Sunni 
civil war there. Libya had descended into chaos after the 
NATO intervention that toppled the government of 
Muammar Gaddafi. Yemen was teetering towards all out 
civil war following its own Arab Spring revolution that 
ousted its strongman ruler Ali Abdullah Saleh, a U.S. ally.

And yet when he woke up each morning, Mattis recently 
said that the first three questions he confronted centered 
on Iran, Iran and Iran.

“The Iranian regime, in my mind, is the single most 
enduring threat to stability and peace in the Middle 
East,” Mattis told an audience at the Center for Strategic 
and International Studies (CSIS) in April. Al Qaeda and 
the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria remain immediate 
and serious threats, he noted, and the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict remains a concern. “But nothing, I believe, is 
as serious in the long term, in terms of its enduring 
ramifications…as Iran.”

Reach of Iranian weapons systems (CSBA graphic)

 
AT ODDS WITH OBAMA 
While the rest of the Obama foreign affairs team was 
focused on reaching a long-sought deal to curtail Iran’s 
nuclear weapons program, Mattis was monitoring the threat 
Iran continued to pose in other realms such as maritime 
security in the Persian Gulf, ballistic missile development 
and proliferation, cyber insecurity, and, especially, state-
sponsored terrorism. With the money Iran has received 
from the unfreezing of its funds and the relaxation of 
sanctions as part of the nuclear deal, Mattis believes Iran 
will invest heavily in those other destabilizing activities.

A State Department 
report in 2012 noted 
that Iran had already 
increased the tempo 
of its support for 
proxies in the region 
such as Lebanese 
Hezbollah and Shiite 
militias in Iraq. U.S. 
Navy and allied ships 

continued to interdict Iranian arms shipments to terrorist 
and insurgent groups in Yemen, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. 
Iranian Quds Force commander Qasem Soleimani and his 
colleagues have called for wiping Israel off the map 

Then-Lt. Gen. James Mattis in Iraq.

Navy sailors captured by Iran in the Persian Gulf

Iranian Basij militia.
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and annexing Bahrain, and they have boasted publicly of 
Tehran’s control over four regional capitals in Lebanon, 
Syria, Iraq and Yemen.

Mattis’ tough rhetoric on Iran led to his being ousted 
early from his job at CENTCOM in 2013. At CSIS he 
gave a preview of how his perception of the Iranian threat 
might manifest itself in policy if he is to become Secretary 
of Defense. Absent a clear violation of the Iran nuclear 
agreement that the “P5 plus 1” nations (the United States, 
Britain, France, China, Russia and Germany) signed in 2015, 
he doesn’t believe there is any “going back” on that deal.

“I believe we would be alone if we did 
that, and unilateral economic sanctions 
from the United States would not have 
anywhere near the impact of an allied 
approach,” said Mattis. “But I do think 
we’re going to have to hold at risk Iran’s 
nuclear program in the future. In other 
words, make plans now of what we will  
do if in fact Iran restarts that program.”
 
A Secretary of Defense Mattis is likely to advocate for a more 
assertive strategy designed to deter and contain Iran. That 
strategy would begin with firmer commitments to nervous 
allies in the region such as Jordan, the United Arab Emirates, 
and Saudi Arabia. Other likely elements of a Mattis strategy 
for the Middle East that he sketched out at CSIS include:

•  stepped-up arms sales to regional allies such as Saudi Arabia, 
which recently surpassed Russia as the third largest spender 
on military weapons;

 
•  a sharper focus on Iran by a beefed-up intelligence 

community that can use the nuclear deal’s stringent 
verification regime to develop targets in the event Iran 
cheats or restarts its nuclear weapons program;

 
•  a more capable and integrated allied missile defense system 

in the region;
 

•  a restart of “Radio Farsi” to beam news and information 
directly to the Iranian people, much as Voice of America 
countered Soviet propaganda during the Cold War;

 
•  more maritime exercises hosted by the U.S. Navy’s 5th 

Fleet such as a de-mining drill during Mattis’ tenure at 
CENTCOM that attracted the navies of 39 nations;  
and continued U.S. sanctions on Iran for its sponsorship  
of terrorism. 

“We’re going to have to return to a strategic view such as we 
had years ago, because we now know the vacuums left in 
the Middle East seem to be filled either by terrorists, Iran 
and its surrogates, or Russia,” Mattis said. “In the future, 
we need to recognize that to restore deterrence, [the 
United States] is going to have to show capability, capacity 
and resolve.”
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By James Kitfield 

“Know your enemy and know yourself, 
and you will not be defeated in 
100 battles.” But what if you try to 
understand your enemy and he’s as 
firm a believer in his skewed moral 
universe as you are in yours?

That’s the dilemma that Lt. Gen. Michael Flynn faced 
as director of intelligence for Joint Special Operations 
Command and the International Security Assistance Force 
in Afghanistan. Flynn spent countless hours interrogating 
senior commanders for Al Qaeda, the Taliban and Al Qaeda 
in Iraq, which would later morph into ISIS. He could 
understand their hatred of American soldiers, but Flynn 
was perplexed by the fact that the vast majority of their 
tens of thousands of victims were fellow Muslims.

During the course of those interrogations in both Iraq and 
Afghanistan, Flynn concluded that what united the terrorist 
warlords was a common ideology, specifically the extremist 
Salafi jihadist ideology that rejects any separation of church 
and state in favor of puritanical interpretation of Islamic 
Sharia law. These Sunni jihadists are intolerant of other 
religions or sects, and violent by the very nature of their 
cause of waging “holy war.”

“Over the course of all those interrogations, I concluded 
that ‘core Al Qaeda’ wasn’t actually comprised of human 
beings, but rather it was an ideology with a particular 

version of Islam at its center,” Flynn told me in September. 
In a way, the human beings who make up al Qaeda are just 
the hosts for the real threat: a nihilistic ideology with a 
fundamentalist, religious totalitarianism at its center.

“More than a religion, this ideology encompasses a 
political belief system, because its adherents want to rule 
things—whether it’s a village, a city, a region or an entire 
‘caliphate,’” Flynn said. “And to achieve that goal, they are 
willing to use extreme violence. The religious nature of 
that threat makes it very hard for Americans to come to 
grips with.”

At the DIA, Flynn’s perception 
of the growing threat posed 
by Islamist extremists put him 
at odds with the triumphalist 
narrative coming out of the 
White House. With the death 
of Osama bin Laden and many 
of his top lieutenants in 2011, 
the Obama administration 
argued that Al Qaeda “core” 
was “decimated,” and the threat from terrorism rapidly 
diminishing. In 2012, the National Intelligence Council had 
even crafted a draft National Intelligence Estimate — a 
document supposed to represent the consensus view of the 
U.S. intelligence community — which reportedly concluded 
that Al Qaeda was no longer a threat to the United States.

Flynn and a number of other senior intelligence officials had 
successfully pushed back hard against that conclusion as 
premature. Flynn had DIA analysts distill that intelligence 
into a PowerPoint slide that showed that the number of 
radical Islamist terrorist groups had nearly doubled between  
 
2004 and 2013, and that they occupied a far larger global 
footprint than before the 9/11 terrorist attacks.

Flynn believes that his disagreement with the White House 
over the nature of the terrorist threat is a major reason he was 
forced out a year early as head of the DIA. “The intelligence I 
saw as director of the DIA made it very clear that Al Qaeda  
 
 
 

Lt. Gen. Michael Flynn

A V-22 lands Marines in Helmand.
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and its affiliates were not on the run, but were in fact rapidly 
expanding,” Flynn said in our recent interview. “The number 
of terrorist attacks were on the rise, and Iraq was starting to 
burn again. So that was Obama’s big lie: that the enemy was 
on the run, and we were beating these guys.”

CONTROVERSY
As Donald Trump’s selection as National Security Adviser, 
Flynn has been criticized for previously accepting a 
paid speaking engagement in Moscow from a Russian 
propaganda organization. He’s also made tweets and 
public comments that seem to denigrate the entire religion 
of Islam, rather than the Salafi jihadist strain that seeks 
to impose its fundamentalist worldview by force. More 
recently he has gotten into trouble for tweets that passed 
along “fake news” and conspiracy theories.

AMERICA NOW MUST ACT AS THE 
JUDGE & JURY IN THE CASE AGAINST 
HRC & R CORRUPT SYSTEM. WE R ALL 
EQUAL IN THE VOTING BOOTH, GET 
OUT AND VOTE!!!
 — General Flynn (@GenFlynn) November 6, 2016

 
Only time will tell if these reflect a flaw in Flynn’s judgment, 
or merely the initial missteps of a senior officer who spent 
decades in the shadows of the intelligence world and is still 
adjusting to life in the national spotlight at the side of tweeter-
in-chief Donald Trump. In our interview, Flynn told me that 
the trip to Moscow was arranged by his speaking bureau and 
he sees no problem with it. He has numerous Muslim friends 
who acted as his interpreters in war zones, he noted, and he 
understands the threat comes from an extremist minority.

In his recent book The Field of Fight, Flynn wrote of the 
global terrorist threat that “we’re in a world war, but very 
few Americans recognize it, and fewer still have any idea how 
to win it.” Now that he is poised to serve as president-elect 
Donald Trump’s national security advisor, Flynn’s view of 
that global threat is likely to translate into a more aggressive 
campaign against the networks of Islamist extremists groups 
with ISIS and Al Qaeda at their center.

Almost to a man, Flynn and the other generals in Trump’s 
constellation believe President Obama made a mistake in 
pulling all U.S. troops out of Iraq in 2011. They are likely to 
advocate for a sustained U.S. troop presence in Iraq even after 
ISIS loses territory, and in Afghanistan where the Taliban and 
Al Qaeda have made a recent comeback. Like Mattis, Flynn 
said he would not support a return to “enhanced interrogation 
techniques” such as waterboarding — except possibly in 
extreme cases where the nation was threatened by an imminent 
terrorist attack involving weapons of mass destruction.

Flynn supports a closer U.S. alignment with strongmen 
such as Egypt’s Abdel Fattah el-Sisi and Russia’s Vladimir 
Putin in the fight against Islamist extremist groups. He also 
believes the rules of engagement for U.S. forces fighting 
ISIS should be relaxed.

“Not long ago U.S. pilots spotted an ISIS convoy of some 120 
vehicles leaving Mosul, but they weren’t allowed to destroy it 
because of the potential for ‘collateral damage’ to civilians,” 
said Flynn. (The haunting question is how much “collateral 
damage” the terrorists lived to do to local civilians after their 
escape). “Well, this is war, and there’s always a potential for 
collateral damage in war. You either have to accept that and 
try and win it, or engage in an endless war. So I’m definitely 
tired of some of these constraints.”

Xi Jinping and Vladimir Putin sign $400 billion gas deal
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As chief of U.S. Southern Command, 
General John Kelly spent much of 
his time worrying about the nexus 
of violent drug cartels, transnational 
smuggling organizations, and terrorist 
groups in Latin America. The threats 
range from narco-Marxists like 
Colombia’s FARC and Shining Path in 
Peru all the way to Hezbollah, which 
has a presence in the region due to a 
large Lebanese diaspora. All of those 
groups ply their trade near a porous 
U.S. southern border.

“There have been 
notable successes in 
this region, such as 
Colombia’s fight against 
FARC, but I continue 
to be concerned about 
this convergence 
between known terrorist 
organizations and illicit 
smuggling and money-
laundering networks,” 
Kelly told me in an 

interview last year, before he retired. “There are those in 
the intelligence community who take the view that it is not 
a major threat and argue that those groups will never find 
common cause. I think those who take that view are simply 
trying to rationalize away the problem because no one 
wants to raise another major threat at a time when we face 
so many around the world.”

The hybrid threat of “narcoterrorism” is not new. In 
the 1990s, the U.S. joined in Colombia’s fight against 
Pablo Escobar’s Medellín cartel, a hyper-violent criminal 
organization that turned to terror in its fight against 

Colombian authorities, routinely bombing police buildings, 
assassinating judges and politicians, and even blowing up a 
civilian airliner in flight.

With U.S. help, Colombia 
successfully fractured the 
Medellín and Cali cartels 
in the 1990s — but this 
victory had the unintended 
consequence of creating 
a vacuum in the lucrative 
drug trade. That vacuum 
was eventually filled by 
brutal Mexican cartels and 
Colombia’s FARC, which 
morphed from a Marxist 
insurgency relying on 
terrorist tactics into primarily 
a drug production and 

trafficking organization. According to Drug Enforcement 
Administration statistics, nearly 40 percent of the State 
Department’s designated terrorist groups are now involved 
in drug trafficking. Like bank robbers in the roaring ’20s, 
today’s terrorists are just going where the money is.

The connective tissue between terrorists, drug cartels and 
smuggling networks makes narcoterrorism a potent threat. 
For instance, in 2011, an Iranian operative named Mansour 
Arbabsiar approached an extremely violent Mexican drug 
cartel with a murder-for-hire proposal. Arbabsiar was 
working for the Iranian military, and he proposed that a 
cartel hit man assassinate the Saudi ambassador to the 
United States—not with a sniper’s single bullet, but by 
bombing a popular restaurant in Washington, D.C., that  
the ambassador frequented. Luckily, and only by chance, 
the individual Arbabsiar approached was a DEA informant,  
and the plot was thwarted.

In another instance the same year, DEA agents in 
Guatemala intercepted a shipment of cocaine and $20 
million tied to the Mexican cartel Los Zetas. In a wide-
ranging conspiracy investigation, the DEA discovered that 
the drug shipment was part of a smuggling network 

Then-Maj. Gen. John Kelly in Anbar Province, Iraq. 
(From a video commemorating his retirement)

Gen. John Kelly

Pablo Escobar
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that moved product from South America to Europe via 
West Africa. The profits were then laundered through the 
Lebanese Canadian Bank, which scrubbed the money in 
part by financing a string of used-car dealerships in the 
United States. The ultimate benefactor of the proceeds? 
The Iranian-backed Lebanese terrorist group Hezbollah. 
The U.S. Treasury Department ultimately shut down the 
Lebanese Canadian Bank, exposing its links to Hezbollah 
and sanctioning it under the Foreign Narcotics Kingpin 
Designation Act.

 
AN ‘EXISTENTIAL’ THREAT 
Near the time of his retirement as commander of 
SOUTHCOM last year, Kelly made headlines by calling 
the confluence of terrorism, violent drug cartels, collapsing 
societies and out-of-control migration an “existential” 
threat to the United States. As Trump’s choice to lead the 
Department of Homeland Security, he can be expected 
to take seriously the task of securing the southern U.S. 
border and increasing the intelligence and law enforcement 
resources devoted to countering the narcoterrorism threat.

“I’m paid to worry about worst-case scenarios, but to me 
if a known terrorist group is doing business with a known 
illicit smuggling network, that amounts to convergence, 
and we’re already seeing it,” Kelly told me last year. The 
organizations may not share the same motives or ideology, 
he noted, but illicit smuggling networks don’t check 
passports or do baggage checks, and they involve thousands 
of unscrupulous subcontractors who are interested in 
money, not motive.

“So if we don’t care about a heroin epidemic or illicit drugs 
from Latin America that kill 40,000 Americans on average 
each year, or the fact that these cartels are corrupting and 
intimidating the governments of our neighbors with illicit 
money and violence, then we should at least care about 
these brutally efficient smuggling networks that reach 
deep inside the United States,” Kelly said. “ISIS often talks 
about that vulnerability on their websites.”

Gen. John Kelly with Gen. Joseph Dunford,  
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

Coast Guard Commandant Adm. Paul Zukunft (right) meets with 
then-Southern Command chief Gen. John Kelly, now Trump’s nominee 
for Secretary of Homeland Security.
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