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DISCLAIMER:  This handout has been produced by the office of the Staff Judge Advocate, 66 ABW/JA, Hanscom AFB, MA 01731.  This handout is for general guidance only.   It is not meant to be a substitute for legal advice and it cannot be cited as legal authority.  Before taking any action, you should consult an attorney for guidance. 

Politically Neutral Military

In the United States, the constitutional tradition of a politically neutral military establishment under civilian control has withstood the test of time and Supreme Court review.  In Greer v. Spock, 424 U.S. 828 (1976), the Court sustained this tradition and recognized the legitimate public concern with the preservation of political neutrality and nonpartisanship by the military.  The Court observed that there must exist public confidence that civilian control over the military remains unimpaired—that undue military influence on the political process is not even a remote risk.

As Americans, Air Force members are expected and encouraged to carry out their responsibilities as citizens.  While they are permitted to participate in the political process, there are restrictions on engaging in partisan political activities.  Guidelines set forth what members can and cannot do in supporting and discussing political candidates and issues.  For Air Force members, these guidelines are found in AFI 51-902.

NOTE: The following restrictions apply to members of the Air Force serving on active duty or active duty training for more than 30 days.  Federalized Air National Guard (Title 10) are also restricted.  Reservists must 

Permissible Activities

Military members retain the right to:

1.   Register and vote in any election.

2. Express personal opinions as individual citizens on candidates and issues.  

3. Make voluntary campaign contributions to political parties or organizations.

4. Attend partisan and nonpartisan political gatherings as spectators when not in uniform.

5. Promote and encourage others in Federal service to vote, provided such efforts are not designed to influence or interfere with the outcome of an election.

6. Sign petitions for specific legislative action or place a candidate’s name on an official ballot, providing the signing is not an obligation to engage in partisan political activity and is taken as a private citizen and not as a representative of the Air Force.

7. Write personal letters to newspaper editors, expressing personal views concerning public issues, provided those views do not attempt to promote a partisan political cause.

8. Write personal letters, not for publication, expressing preference for a specific political candidate or cause, provided the action is not part of an organized letter-writing campaign on behalf of a partisan political cause or candidate.

9. Join political clubs and attend meetings when not in uniform.

10. Serve as election officials and perform nonpartisan duties, provided such does not      interfere with efficient performance of military or official duties, prior approval is    received from an appropriate superior, and such services are performed while not in   uniform.

11. Display political stickers on private vehicles, or political badges or buttons when not in uniform and not on duty.

Prohibited Activities

On the other hand, military members may not:

1. Use their official position or authority to influence or interfere with an election or to solicit votes or contributions for a candidate or issue.

2. Become involved in partisan political management, campaigns, or conventions, or make contributions to a particular candidate individually, or Federal officer or employee.

3. Publish partisan political articles designed to solicit votes for a particular candidate or party.

4. Speak before partisan political gatherings or participate in any radio or television programs or group discussions as advocate of a partisan political party or candidate.

5. Conduct political opinion surveys under the auspices of a partisan political group, or distribute partisan political petitions, literature, badges, or buttons.

6. March or ride in partisan political parades.

7. Serve in any official capacity in partisan political organizations.

8. Participate in partisan voter transportation drives or display large political signs, posters or banners on private vehicles.

9. Poll members of the Armed Forces to determine the nature of their votes.
10. Make campaign contributions to a partisan political candidate.
11. Solicit or otherwise engage in fund raising activities in Federal offices or facilities, including military reservations, for a partisan political cause or candidate.

Common Sense Approach

Some political activities not expressly prohibited would be contrary to the spirit and intent of governing regulations and directives.  Accordingly, in determining whether or not an activity violates the traditional concept that military members must not engage in partisan political activity, rules of reason and common sense apply.  Any activity that reasonably could be interpreted as associating the Department of Defense, or any element thereof, directly or indirectly with a partisan political cause or candidate, must be avoided.  

Retired & Inactive Reservist Members

Generally, no statutes or regulations prohibit retired and inactive reservist military personnel from supporting political parties or becoming candidates for public office.  Retired and inactive reservist personnel may also hold elective or appointive civil office, and will not forfeit their commissions by assuming such office.
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