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In his ascent to Secretary of Defense, Pete Hegseth arrived with bold promises to “unleash warfighter 
potential” through decentralization, innovation, and a shake-up of institutional inertia. His early rhetoric 
sounded like a genuine reform agenda: flattening hierarchies, accelerating technology adoption, empowering 
the tactical edge. But beneath the slogans, a very different reality has taken shape. What is unfolding under 
Hegseth is not a decentralized empowerment of the ranks at all. It is a blueprint for centralized control and 
ideological conformity, selectively consolidating power and reengineering military culture. Far from curing the 
Pentagon’s legacy sclerosis, Hegseth’s tenure is hardening it under a new populist aesthetic, using the 
language of reform as a smokescreen for an authoritarian strategy.

This gap between stated goals and actual outcomes is not a matter of mere mismanagement or overzealous 
reform gone awry. On the contrary, it appears to be a deliberate ideological choreography. To understand the 
Hegseth Doctrine, one must see the coordinated pattern behind its moves. Its roots lie in an ideological 
lineage that spans Silicon Valley’s authoritarian libertarianism (as epitomized by Peter Thiel), Donald Trump’s 
politics of symbolic strength and personal loyalty, and the post-2020 right-wing grievance culture calling for a 
“warrior restoration” in the armed forces. Each initiative Hegseth touts as a bold reform in fact serves to 
tighten his inner circle’s grip, sidelining independent voices and traditional checks. The result is a controlled 
demolition of the existing military structure: removing checks and balances, elevating loyalists, weaponizing 
nostalgia, and even manufacturing dysfunction to justify a concentration of authority at the top.

From Decentralization to Gatekeeping  
One of Hegseth’s flagship programs illustrates the chasm between his reformist rhetoric and the true 
centralizing bent of his approach. The “Unleash Drone Dominance” initiative was framed as an antidote to the 
military’s slow, overpriced legacy programs. It promised to decentralize innovation by tapping into America’s 
agile drone builders: the garage tinkerers, small startups, and frontline units whose battlefield improvisations 
had garnered praise during recent conflicts. In theory, this open-door approach would empower new entrants 
and break the hold of the traditional defense contracting behemoths.

In practice, however, the drone initiative has entrenched gatekeeping rather than openness. The operational 
framework that rolled out did not throw open the floodgates to every talented innovator; instead it privileged 
pre-cleared vendors, fixed architectures, and centrally imposed data standards. While Hegseth publicly 
lambasted “gilded MIC relics” and implied he would sideline the usual defense giants, the reality is that his 
program routes real decision-making and deployment power through the same handful of prime contractors 
and integrators that have dominated for decades. Autonomy is promised in name, but authority remains 
firmly in Washington’s hands. The end state is not an open field of American ingenuity. It is a managed theater 
in which only approved players may perform.

This pattern betrays a philosophy akin to the one espoused by Silicon Valley billionaire Peter Thiel, whose 
authoritarian libertarian worldview favors breaking down old bureaucracies only to empower a new elite. 
Thiel has openly expressed admiration for monopolistic control and a “strong executive” unencumbered by 
democratic slow-downs. Hegseth’s drone program fits this mold: it uses libertarian-flavored rhetoric of 
innovation and decentralization while in fact consolidating control among a select few tech firms that align 
with his inner circle’s vision. Notably, some of the biggest beneficiaries of the drone initiative’s contracting 
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rules are companies like Palantir and Anduril (firms with deep connections in the new defense-tech sphere and 
strong political backing). What presents itself as market innovation is, in effect, an enforced loyalty system in 
procurement. Smaller, independent companies have found their proposals routinely rejected under opaque 
new “operational assurance” criteria that seem to value compatibility with centralized systems and loyalty to 
the program’s architects above raw innovation or cost-effectiveness. In short, the first major prong of 
Hegseth’s reform agenda reveals itself as an exercise in gatekeeping dressed up as open competition.

Controlled Demolition of Leadership  
If the drone initiative exemplifies how Hegseth’s decentralization talk masks centralized control in 
technology, his handling of personnel and leadership offers an even starker example of controlled demolition 
in action. Hegseth has overseen the most aggressive purge of Pentagon leadership in living memory, a 
campaign he justifies as cutting “dead weight” and shaking up a stagnant hierarchy. In reality, it appears 
calculated to concentrate decision-making in the hands of an ultra-loyal few.

The house-cleaning began almost immediately after Hegseth took office. In February 2025, mere days into his 
term as Secretary, he moved to oust a slate of top military leaders. At least four four-star generals and 
admirals were forced into retirement or removed from their posts within Hegseth’s first week, including the 
sitting or designated heads of multiple services. This stunning clean sweep of senior brass had no precedent in 
modern U.S. history. Hegseth defended the move under the populist mantra of “restoring the warrior ethos,” 
frequently noting that during World War II the United States had only 17 officers of four-star rank, versus 44 
today. To reenact this nostalgic ideal, he announced a policy nicknamed “Less Generals, More G.I.s,” ordering 
a 20% cut in all four-star general and admiral positions and a 10% cut of general/flag officers overall. On the 
surface, trimming a top-heavy command structure could be seen as a bold reform empowering lower 
echelons. However, executed in this abrupt, no-consultation manner, it delivered a shock to the system, and 
left Hegseth with far fewer voices at the table who might challenge his directives.

The turmoil did not stop with the top brass. In the ensuing months of 2025, Hegseth’s inner circle saw constant 
churn. Key civilian advisors and Pentagon officials were fired or pressured out at a remarkable pace; some 
were gone within weeks of being appointed. By April, even Hegseth’s own Department of Defense 
spokesperson, John Ullyot, had resigned in protest, warning publicly that “the building is in disarray under 
Hegseth’s leadership”. He described an atmosphere of infighting and upheaval – a “full-blown meltdown” 
fueled by Hegseth’s management style. Indeed, Hegseth’s office became notorious for its revolving door: at 
least half a dozen senior aides exited in the first half-year alone, whether due to firings or burn-out. In one 
high-profile instance, Hegseth summarily dismissed three of his top aides, including his deputy chief of staff 
and a top advisor, on accusations of leaking to the media. Those individuals denied the allegations and noted 
pointedly that they were never even presented with evidence of any leaks, calling their ouster a “baseless” 
character smear. To outside observers, it looked less like a principled stand for accountability and more like a 
purge of anyone not deemed absolutely loyal.

Behind the chaos lies a clear logic. By continuously removing or intimidating officials who might dissent, 
Hegseth is eliminating the traditional checks within the chain of command. What remains is a shrinking cadre 
of loyalists and survivors afraid to speak out. As one Pentagon insider observed, when a third of the top 
leadership is deemed suspect by the boss, those left in place will either be “yes-men” or overly cautious 
bureaucrats – neither of which breeds a healthy command climate. The constant turnover itself becomes a 
mechanism of consolidation: power gravitates to the small handful who stay in Hegseth’s good graces, and to 
Hegseth himself, unchallenged by independent experts. Whether by design or not, the instability has become 
a tool of control.
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The effects of this controlled demolition of leadership extend beyond the officer corps. Hegseth has also 
targeted the Defense Department’s vast civilian workforce and institutional expertise. He launched an initiative 
to cut tens of thousands of Defense civilian staff positions, framing it as trimming bureaucracy to “put 
resources where we need them most” and supercharge warfighters. In practice, this drive led to an exodus of 
experienced civil servants, a hemorrhaging of institutional memory that even some of Hegseth’s allies in 
Congress began to question. The military’s own personnel chiefs quietly warned that the wave of buyouts and 
early retirements posed an operational risk. Uniformed personnel would be forced to pick up the slack for the 
lost civilian expertise, or else missions could lapse. Put plainly, the Pentagon was losing indispensable 
knowledge. A military is not a tech startup; one cannot fire one’s way to greatness without risking core 
missions. Yet Hegseth, emboldened by a political narrative that any disruption is good, pressed on, insisting 
that slashing “bureaucrats” would “supercharge our warfighters.” The reality on the ground was growing 
fragility: leaner, yes, but also more brittle, with decision-making bottlenecked at the top and fewer seasoned 
hands in the middle ranks to carry out the mission.

Cultural Reengineering in the Ranks  
Hand-in-hand with the purge of personnel has been a purge of ideas and values within the military’s ranks. 
Hegseth’s doctrine has a strong cultural dimension: a crusade against “wokeness” and a resurrection of 
nostalgic warrior ideals. In his confirmation hearing and public speeches, Hegseth argued that the U.S. military 
had been distracted and weakened by what he termed “social experiments,” a broad swipe at diversity, equity 
and inclusion programs, academic seminars, and other efforts he saw as extraneous to warfighting. Once in 
office, he loudly proclaimed “DEI is dead at DoD”, signaling an immediate end to the Pentagon’s diversity and 
inclusion initiatives. True to his word, Hegseth ordered the removal of related training materials and 
educational programs. In one telling episode, even an Army web page detailing the World War II service of 
Jackie Robinson (the Black American baseball legend who also broke barriers in the Army) was temporarily 
taken down amid this purge. The message was clear: the only history and values to be celebrated were those 
that fit Hegseth’s vision of a warrior culture untroubled by modern social concerns.

To some in the rank-and-file, especially those predisposed to resent the military’s recent diversity initiatives, 
this cultural clean sweep was welcome. There were officers and enlisted personnel who felt the armed forces 
had spent too much time on sensitivity training and not enough on combat readiness. For them, Hegseth’s talk 
of restoring a more hard-nosed, single-minded “warrior ethos” rang true. However, many other service 
members and defense officials have been alarmed at the one-dimensional turn the culture has taken. By 
casting initiatives as basic as equal opportunity training or historical reflection as “weakness” or “distractions,” 
Hegseth has alienated talent and undermined the military’s apolitical ethic. The U.S. military traditionally 
prides itself on being an apolitical institution, loyal to the Constitution above any party or ideology. Hegseth’s 
overtly ideological push effectively brands a large swath of his own institution as “infected with wokeness,” and 
in doing so chips away at that ethic, replacing it with a politicized loyalty test.

Moreover, his confrontational stance with senior military professionals on cultural issues has likely chilled 
open discourse within the ranks. When generals and admirals fear being tagged as part of a “woke” cabal 
simply for voicing concerns or offering candid advice, they may choose silence over honesty. The chain of 
command under Hegseth has seen respected leaders marginalized and junior officers confused about what 
values they are expected to uphold. The resulting climate of self-censorship and enforced ideological 
purity is hardly conducive to the innovation and honest feedback that a healthy military organization needs. 
What it does ensure is that Hegseth’s narrative of a warrior revival remains largely unchallenged internally, 
giving him free rein to continue reshaping the institution’s identity in his desired image.
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It is here that the influence of post-2020 right-wing identity politics is most evident. The crusade against 
“woke” policies in the military did not originate with Hegseth; it had been a rallying theme in conservative 
media and was openly championed by President Trump and his allies after 2020. Hegseth has effectively taken 
that playbook into the Pentagon, weaponizing grievance and nostalgia as tools of control. His evocation of 
World War II imagery and tradition, from quoting the number of generals in 1945 to emphasizing martial valor 
and spiritual resilience, is a form of historical cosplay. It romanticizes a past military golden age to lend 
legitimacy to his purges, painting them as a return to greatness rather than a raw power grab. By draping his 
revolution in the language of the “Greatest Generation” and a mythical bygone unity, Hegseth makes radical 
change seem like a restoration of core principles. Meanwhile, substantive issues – from the complexities of 
managing a diverse force to the real causes of bureaucratic sluggishness – are swept aside as irrelevant. The 
aesthetic of strength replaces the reality of cohesion.

The Militarization of Political Will  
Beyond internal restructurings and cultural battles, Hegseth’s doctrine has extended to a redefinition of the 
military’s role in domestic affairs and civil authority, arguably the most alarming aspect of his tenure. In mid-
2024, even before he was confirmed as Secretary of Defense, Hegseth publicly endorsed a proposal to use U.S. 
military installations as “temporary law enforcement staging grounds” for domestic immigration enforcement 
operations. This unprecedented suggestion essentially blurs the line between the military and civilian law 
enforcement, inviting active-duty forces into a domain traditionally reserved for civil agencies. Not long after, 
Hegseth again tested the boundaries between military action and legal oversight by green-lighting a 
controversial drone exercise on U.S. soil. When a federal judge ordered the exercise suspended due to its 
proximity to protected tribal lands, Hegseth flatly refused to comply, citing “national resilience prerogatives” as 
justification for defying the court.

These actions are not isolated one-offs; they form a pattern of executive overreach using the military as a 
domestic instrument. Under Hegseth’s doctrine, the armed forces are being repositioned as enforcers of the 
President’s will on American soil, not merely as instruments of foreign defense. By downplaying or outright 
dismissing civilian oversight (whether from judges, Congress, or local authorities), Hegseth is reshaping 
foundational norms of American governance: the strict separation between military power and domestic 
affairs. Generations of U.S. leaders have been careful to keep the military out of domestic politics for good 
reason – once that barrier is lowered, the potential for abuse grows exponentially.

Hegseth’s willingness to militarize issues like immigration or to ignore judicial orders fits neatly with the politics 
of symbolic strength championed by his benefactor, former President Trump. Trump has long projected an 
image of being “tough” on borders, crime, and civil unrest, often with little regard for institutional limits. In 
Hegseth, Trump found a defense chief who would not only echo his strongman posture but operationalize it 
through the Pentagon. The result is a Defense Department that increasingly treats domestic arenas as 
battlefields for the President’s agenda. Whether it is deploying troops or assets at home in roles never 
intended, or implying that the Commander-in-Chief’s directives trump legal constraints in the name of national 
security, Hegseth’s policy is to put the military at the center of domestic political theater.

It is a dangerous precedent. The immediate effect is to burnish an image of a government that brooks no 
opposition, sending a message of intimidation to political adversaries. The longer-term effect, however, is the 
steady corrosion of the rule of law and civilian supremacy. Hegseth’s moves strain the bonds of trust 
between the military, the other branches of government, and the public. Over time, this could normalize the 
idea that the armed forces are just another political tool, rather than a professional, non-partisan institution of 
national defense.
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Consolidation Behind the Curtain  
For all the public fanfare around warfighter empowerment and cultural change, one of the least visible yet 
most telling aspects of the Hegseth Doctrine is the quiet consolidation of defense procurement and industry 
partnerships behind the scenes. While headlines focus on Hegseth’s clashes with generals or his patriotic 
pronouncements, the flow of contract dollars and technological influence within the Pentagon has been 
steadily redirected to a tighter circle of players.

Across key modernization areas, from drone intelligence and surveillance platforms to battlefield software and 
AI-enabled mission systems, contract awards in 2024-2025 have narrowed dramatically. Data indicates that 
more than 75% of major “autonomy-related” defense contracts over the past two years have gone to a small 
cluster of companies. Those companies include Palantir and Anduril, two firms that represent a new vanguard 
of defense tech and which happen to enjoy favor among Hegseth’s ideological peers. Also in the mix are a few 
startup ventures spun out of tech giants like Google and Amazon, likely viewed as politically reliable or 
technically compatible with Hegseth’s vision. The pattern is unmistakable: the Pentagon under Hegseth has 
been picking winners and losers in a way that undermines the very meritocracy and competitive drive he 
claims to champion.

The flip side of this concentration is the exclusion of many smaller, once-promising innovators. Firms that 
played agile roles in recent conflicts (for example, those that provided Ukraine’s frontline units with rapid 
drone adaptations or real-time battlefield software tools) have found themselves mysteriously shut out. New 
procurement standards emphasize “interoperability” and “assured control” to such a degree that only 
companies already deeply embedded with the Pentagon — or willing to quickly align with its centrally dictated 
frameworks — can qualify. This is a far cry from an open innovation ecosystem. Insiders have quietly dubbed it 
the “friends-and-family plan” for defense contracts. What might have been a broad field of competition has 
effectively become an exclusive club. And membership in that club often correlates with having the right 
political connections or being outspoken proponents of Hegseth’s agenda.

In substance, this means Hegseth is building a dependency on a narrow industrial base for the military’s 
future capabilities. The same Secretary who rails against bureaucracy is effectively creating a new kind of 
centralized bureaucracy, one that binds the Pentagon to a few select vendors and their proprietary platforms. 
This carries obvious risks: less diversity of thought and technology, more vulnerability if one of those favored 
companies fails, and reduced incentives for true innovation (since the chosen vendors can count on 
preferential treatment). It also again belies the populist narrative: rather than empowering the little guys, 
Hegseth’s Pentagon has doubled down on a set of corporate partners that resemble an iron triangle of the 
new military-industrial complex. The details may differ (these are data-driven startups and billionaire-backed 
firms instead of the old guard contractors), but the power dynamics are strikingly similar – if not even more 
concentrated – than before.

The Erosion of Warfighter Autonomy  
Perhaps the greatest irony in Hegseth’s tenure is what has happened to the autonomy of the very “warfighters” 
he purports to champion. Every reform and initiative he has introduced has been sold as a way to restore 
warfighter primacy – to put more power in the hands of troops on the ground and commanders in the field. 
Yet taken together, the changes have funneled more control upward and inward, not downward and outward. 
The net result for the average military unit or commander is less freedom of action than before, not more.
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Consider the cumulative effect: field units now must use centrally approved drone platforms and software 
interfaces, limiting their ability to improvise with off-the-shelf solutions in a pinch. Operational commanders 
have to navigate an atmosphere where deviation from the new norm (whether that means raising a cultural 
concern or trying an unapproved technology) can be career-ending. Logistics and support pipelines are being 
redrawn around a leaner civilian workforce, meaning units in the field may wait longer or receive less support 
as the remaining staff are stretched thin. And overarching all of this is a climate in which any bold initiative 
must align with the Secretary’s strategic narrative or risk being shut down.

Where once lower echelons had the leeway to adapt tactics and tools to immediate conditions (the essence of 
battlefield autonomy), they are increasingly constrained by top-down directives and pre-selected solutions. As 
one special operations officer lamented privately, “We’ve traded our adaptability for a set of golden handcuffs.” 
The “golden” part is the promise of high-tech gear and streamlined processes; the “handcuffs” part is the 
reality that units can no longer tweak or deviate from the centrally imposed systems without express 
permission. Frontline adaptability is being supplanted by an ethos of strict adherence to Washington’s 
script.

In concrete terms, this might make the military more predictable and standardized, but also more rigid. 
Adversaries who can exploit the seams of those standardized systems may gain an edge, as our forces lose 
some of their historical knack for on-the-fly problem-solving. The cost here is not primarily budgetary; it is 
strategic and tactical. By hollowing out initiative and putting every decision through a smaller funnel of 
authority, Hegseth’s doctrine risks bottlenecking the very agility that modern warfare demands. This is the real 
price of his so-called reforms: a proud, capable fighting force gradually morphing into an optics-driven, 
compliance-focused machine, where checking the boxes set by higher headquarters starts to replace the 
quick-thinking ingenuity of soldiers and junior leaders in the field.

Conclusion: The Doctrine Unmasked  
Pete Hegseth’s tenure at the Pentagon has been many things (disruptive, controversial, chaotic), but one thing 
it is not is an accident. It is not a bungled attempt at reform that somehow centralized power by mistake. 
The contradictions between Hegseth’s stated goals and his tangible outcomes are the product of method, not 
misfortune. We are witnessing the execution of a calculated political–ideological project.

The Hegseth Doctrine draws on a distinct ideological lineage. It marries Silicon Valley’s flavor of authoritarian 
libertarianism (the notion of blowing up institutional norms and rebuilding under strongman guidance) with 
Trumpian strongman populism (loyalty above all, institutions be damned) and the culture-war vision of a 
militant, purist American military identity. Hegseth did not come out of nowhere; he is, in effect, the flesh-and-
blood implementation of ideas nurtured by figures like Peter Thiel, who envision a world where democracy’s 
compromises give way to a sort of more powerful chief executive, and by the post-Trump right, which revels in 
symbolic shows of might and the purging of “weakness.” Every controversial initiative, be it slashing the 
generals, purging “woke” officials, defying a judge’s order, or favoring certain tech allies, aligns with this 
broader vision.

At its core, Hegseth’s defense revolution is a controlled demolition of the existing order under the banner of 
saving it. It is a paradoxical play where destabilizing the institution becomes the pathway to consolidating 
authority. Remove enough career professionals, and only the loyal remain. Sow enough confusion, and only 
the central command can impose order. Stoke public fervor with patriotic nostalgia, and mask the fact that the 
ranks are being thinned and reshaped to serve a single viewpoint. Hollow out internal checks and external 
oversight, and fill the void with unchallenged executive power. This is Hegseth’s design.
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Such a design carries dire implications. If left unchecked, the Hegseth Doctrine will not modernize the U.S. 
military into the nimble, empowered force it claims to champion – it will hollow the institution out from 
within, converting a once-adaptive military culture into a top-heavy apparatus where compliance matters 
more than creativity, and where the true allegiance of the force is directed toward a person’s agenda rather 
than the nation’s enduring principles. This is the ultimate revelation of Hegseth’s strategy: it is not 
mismanagement at work, but method. A methodical system built to concentrate power at the expense of the 
institution’s integrity. And it is no formula for American strength; rather, it is a recipe for authority perched 
atop a weakened foundation, claiming victory even as the structure quietly crumbles below.
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