
Commander in Chief

THE 
PRESIDENTIAL HATS:

The Commander in Chief wears a camouflaged combat helmet. 

Service members wear helmets like this to protect them during combat.



Declaring War

On December 8, 1941, President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt signed a 

Declaration of War Against Japan. 

He made the decision to ask Congress 

to declare war after Japanese planes 

bombed the American naval base in 

Pearl Harbor, Hawaii on December 7, 

1941. Roosevelt called this day a “date 

which will live in infamy.” 

Congress approved his request almost 

unanimously and drafted the 

Declaration of War.

To hear the beginning of President 

Roosevelt’s “Day of Infamy” speech, 

click the icon below.



Visiting Deployed 

Troops

When American military members are 
deployed overseas during a war, 
presidents often visit them. These visits 
help to lift the soldiers’ spirits. 

Top Picture:

President Lyndon B. Johnson and 
General William Westmoreland travel 
through Vietnam in a Jeep greeting 
American soldiers in 1966. 

Bottom Picture:

On November 22, 1990, President 
George H. W. Bush and First Lady 
Barbara Bush traveled to Saudi Arabia 
during Operation Desert Shield. While 
there, they met soldiers and had 
Thanksgiving dinner with the U.S. 
Army’s 197th Infantry Brigade.



Appointing and Dismissing Commanders

As Commander in Chief, the President has the responsibility to choose or replace 

commanders in the United States military. 

In April of 1951, President Harry S. Truman  wrote the above orders relieving General 

Douglas MacArthur of his command and naming his replacement. The orders also 

include a statement explaining why he was being replaced.



Changes to the Military

In July 1948, President Harry S. Truman signed an order to desegregate the 

military, making sure all soldiers would be recognized as one group. Before this 

order, soldiers were recognized and separated by their race. 

Picture

African-American and White Soldiers During World War II, March 1, 1945



Truman’s Executive Order 9981 to 

Integrate the Military, July 26, 1948



Honoring the Fallen

As Commander in Chief, the President 

honors those who have served in the 

military and paid the ultimate price of 

their life.

Top Picture:

President Ronald Reagan lays a wreath 

at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, 

Arlington National Cemetery, Virginia, 

November 11, 1985. 

Bottom Picture:

President Barack Obama places a 

wreath at the base of the Yongsan War 

Memorial, located in the U.S. Army 

Garrison Yongsan in Seoul, Korea, 

November 11, 2010.



Honoring the Fallen

At the end of the Battle of Gettysburg, 
during the American Civil War, more 
than 51,000 Confederate and Union 
soldiers were wounded, missing, or 
dead. 

Land was purchased to bury the men 
who had fallen during the battle. When 
President Abraham Lincoln spoke at 
the dedication of the Gettysburg 
Cemetery on November 19, 1863, he 
reminded all who were present to, 
“resolve these dead shall not have died 
in vain; that the nation, shall have a 
new birth of freedom, and that 
government of the people by the 
people for the people, shall not perish 
from the earth.”

This document is a copy of President 
Lincoln’s original “Gettysburg Address.”



Challenge Coins
Challenge coins are awarded to members of the 
military by a commanding officer. They are presented 
as awards for outstanding service and to recognize 
achievement.  Members of the military will often 
“challenge” each other to see who has the coin from 
the highest ranking official. The person who has that 
coin wins the challenge. 

As Commander in Chief of the Military, the 
President’s coin will win every challenge.  President 
George W. Bush knew this and gave his coin to 
military members injured in battle.

Top Pictures:

Front and back of President George W. Bush’s 
challenge coin.

Bottom Picture: 

On July 18, 2006, President George W. Bush awarded 
Navy SEAL Marcus Luttrell the Navy Cross for his 
heroic service in Operation Red Wings. 

At the ceremony, Luttrell gave President Bush these 
five coins. Each coin represents a SEAL in his unit who 
was killed in Operation Red Wings. Luttrell was the 
only survivor. 

Also pictured is Luttrell’s patch from the Operation.



Did you know many of our 

Presidents were in the military 

before they became Presidents?
Top Right Picture:

General George Washington and his Generals. Copy of print by A. H. 
Ritchie circa 1870.

Bottom Left Picture: 

Lieutenant John F. Kennedy sitting in the cockpit of World War II Motor 
Torpedo Boat PT-109.

Bottom Middle Picture: 

Photograph of Lieutenant Commander Gerald R. Ford, Jr. in his naval 
uniform in 1945. 

Bottom Right Picture: 

General Dwight D. Eisenhower gives the order of the Day on June 6, 
1944 (D-Day). He tells the paratroopers in England “full victory-nothing 
else" before they board their airplanes to participate in the first assault of 
continental Europe during World War II.



Article II, Section 2

• Article II, Section 2 of the United States Constitution names the 
powers of the President.

• In Article II, Section 2, the President is named Commander in Chief 
of the United States Military:
– “The President shall be Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy of 

the United States, and of the Militia of the several States, when called 
into the actual Service of the United States”

• Remember: While the President can ask Congress for a 
declaration of war, he cannot declare war. That power belongs to 
Congress.  


