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In 2019, the United States’ very own Space Force was first established. I recall
that when it was first announced, it was met with a response of near universal mockery.
Most of it was light-hearted jest, as everything from the image the name calls to the mind
of soldiers fighting off little green moon-men and its Star Trek adjacent logo was ripe for
jabs, but underlying the comedy there was a lingering question which remained, a
question of the necessity of a Space Force. Most of this questioning arose from confusion
or denial of any threat from space which constituted a need for any team at all
whatsoever, but I had a question which has led me to the inquiry of this very paper.

Regardless of whether or not space contains threats befitting of a dedicated task force



within the armed services, why does this threat constitute the creation of a separate
branch of the armed services rather than a delegation of new tasks to an existing branch
of the military? Naturally following that question of a particular is a more universal
question: Why is it necessary to have multiple branches of the military at all?

In order to answer the question of why it is necessary to have multiple separate
branches of the military, it is first necessary to have an understanding of the current
branches of the military and how they were first established. Without an understanding of
our subject in reality, as it is in the way that we interact with and perceive it, we would
only work within a theoretical realm with no anchor by which to ground the argument. As
such, I will begin by summarizing the founding of each branch and how its role has
evolved from its origins, to its official conception, and to its contemporary iteration.

Though the official recognition of the United States of America as the country we
know it today would not come until a year later with the signing of the Declaration of
Independence, the first branch of the United States’ military established by order of law
was the formation of the Continental Army by the Continental Congress on June 14th,
1775. Armed conflict had already begun in North America, on what would come to be
U.S. soil, but this fighting was carried out by militias which largely acted of their own
agency or in small networks, but not as a cohesive whole with oversight and
coordination. From this chaos arose the need for a unified Continental Army, which was
established by the proclamation that 8 companies of expert rifleman should be raised
throughout the existing colonies of Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia, and that they

shall “march and join the army near Boston, to be there employed as light infantry, under



the command of the chief Officer in that army.” (U.S. Army Center of Military History).
Though this initial iteration of the Army would be largely disbanded following the end of
the Revolutionary War and those soldiers therein fully discharged, the 2 companies
which remained to guard U.S. armories and other government property would become the
basis of the First Regiment of the new United States Army. This single regiment was the
entirety of the United States Army for several years, growing to consist of 10 companies,
8 infantry and 2 artillery, until the establishment of the Second Infantry Regiment in
1791, two years after the establishment of the U.S. Department of Defense.
Throughout its entire existence, the army has existed for the same primary

function, that being ground warfare. The Army was initially developed to form a
cohesive organization of skilled rifle-bearing infantry men, and although in the era of
evolving technology and warfare the Army has adopted the use of naval, sea-faring, and
airborne vehicles, their ranks are still heavily skewed to favor enlisted infantry officers
over their non-land-based specialized forces. This increased diversification of units to
accommodate the increased scope of warfare and new technologies or availability of
technologies can be seen within each military branch, and yet each still retains their
identity, through structure and proportion of units rather than by unique functions alone.

Not long after the establishment of the Continental Army was the establishment of
the Continental Navy. Though the Continental Army was a capable fighting force, the
British Empire’s strength did not lie primarily with its land-based fighting forces, but
with its overwhelming naval forces. Great Britain not only could control ports and

coastlines with its naval prowess, but its massive fleet meant that it could sustain its own



grounded fighting forces without much need for a mainland base of operations in North
America. So, on August 26th, 1775, the Continental Congress established the Continental
Navy to defend American supply deliveries, and then committed to both use the mustered
naval forces to intercept British supply shipments and to greatly expand the size of their
naval fleet, making their enemy’s strength into a vulnerability by disrupting their flow of
resources to their infantry, artillery, and cavalry divisions. By October of the same year,
the Continental Navy was as recognizable as a unified organization as the Continental
Army was, with its first code of rules and conduct and a fleet of capable fighting ships
under a system of hierarchical command. Like the Continental Army, this fleet fell into
disuse and was disbanded following the end of the revolutionary war, however the Navy
was particularly devastated, as the cost of maintaining ships was too great for the
government established by the Articles of Confederation, and so the U.S. Navy was
functionally non-existent until it was re-established by the Act to Provide a Naval
Armament on March 27th, 1794. Four years later the Department of the Navy would be
established, and the United States Navy, like the Army before it, would come to exist in a
recognizable form to its modern counterpart.

Like the Army, the Navy at its core has a similarly clear cut function and role,
defined by the conditions within which the soldiers under its banner are designated to
fight in; the Navy is defined by being a sea-faring service. Furthermore, still like the
army, the Navy has adopted other technologies, specifically airborne vessels. However,
unlike the Army this adoption seems to have slightly altered its core function. The U.S.

Navy's official role is to “Protect waterways, provide runways for aircraft when at sea”



(USA.gov) which has changed since its inception, when aircraft were not yet invented,
though not in a manner which divorces the service from being identified by its aquatic
associations.

The Marine Corps was not formed like the initial two branches of the Continental
Military by decree of the assembled Continental Congress, but rather by an individual,
Captain Nicholas Samuel, who in November of 1775 was looking to establish an elite
subdivision of the Continental Navy. This subdivision would be composed of specialized
troops designed to carry out amphibious operations, specifically clearing beaches to allow
for the safe landing of larger naval vessels. It was not, like its predecessors, at conception
an independent branch under federal command, and it would not become an independent
branch until the official reestablishment of the Marine Corps on July 11th, 1798. Despite
their official status as an independent branch of the military, a Department of the Marine
Corps was never established, and the Marine Corps instead operates under the
jurisdiction of the Department of the Navy.

The Marines, and by extension the Marine Corps, are the first case where their
defining characteristic is not clearly evident from the conditions within which their
members are to conduct combat. Indeed, members of the Army or Navy may be pilots or
serve some other role outside of the branches stated function, but the majority of
members of both of those services aforementioned are specialized to fight either on land
or at sea respectively. By contrast, the Marines are by definition not differentiated from
other services by their combat environment, rather they are uniquely designated to

“support other branches” (USA.gov). The Marine Corps is a sort of military swiss-army-
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knife, acting in a number of more niche, specialized roles. They are often the branch
which is utilized as an initial reactionary forceto respond to urgent crises, and spearhead
operations conducted by other branches’ forces, echoing their initial inception as a
preparatory combat team for naval operations. Additionally, the Marine Corps’s members
“have one particularly unique responsibility: protecting our nation’s embassies around the
globe” (Sydney Johnson), showcasing their unique role of fulfilling the responsibilities
left uncovered by those other branches defined by their environment, roles which still
require highly trained and environmentally flexible service members.

Akin to the Marine Corps, the Air Force began not as an independent branch but
as a specialized division within another branch: The U.S. Army Signal Corps’s
Aeronautical Division. This division was to take “charge of all matters pertaining to
military ballooning, air machines, and all kindred subjects” (Air Force Historical
Research Agency) but unfortunately for them, there were very few subjects of that sort to
take charge of in 1907 when they were established. At their conception, this division
possessed only 8 balloons, all in various states of disrepair. Fortunately, in 1912 Congress
granted the Army Signal Corps a significant budget for aeronautical research and
development, and on July 18th of 1914 congress replaced the Aeronautical Division with
the Army Aviation Section. The Aviation Section continued to grow rapidly to
accommodate the demands of World War I and World War II, with the official command
and title of this group being changed many times, though it remained a subdivision of the
United States Army. However, the Second World War proved to the United States just

how crucial aviation had become to military success and of the necessity for independent



organized leadership to oversee flight operations, and so the Department of the Air Force
was established with the congressional approval of the National Security Act of 1947.

The Air Force sees a return to the more conventional division of branches by the
environment in which its members serve, that being in the skies. The Air Force is perhaps
even more perfectly defined by this distinction than the Navy or Army are, as their recent
addition as an independent branch means that they have not needed to adopt new
technologies to operate in different mediums, possessing minimal naval and land based
capabilities (though Airmen could serve as light infantry men if called upon) which do
not directly serve to immediately support an air based function.

The Coast Guard is the oft forgotten fifth branch of the Military, and has one of
the most complex journeys from its origins to its present state. The first iteration of the
United States Coast Guard was a fleet of 10 vessels designed “to enforce tariff and trade
laws and to prevent smuggling” (United States Coast Guard Historian’s Office)
established on August 4th, 1790 by the Tariff Act, with the oversight of George
Washington. These vessels served a role almost exclusively in the domestic enforcement
of economic law, much more limited than the service would eventually become. Though
their fleet would expand, the following two centuries saw them deemed the Revenue
Cutter Service or the Revenue Marine(s), with few additional responsibilities. Congress
finally gave this group the title of the Coast Guard in 1915 when it was merged with the
Life-Saving Service, but this was far from the last addition to the responsibilities that the
branch would see. In the coming century, the Coast Guard not only absorbed the roles of

the Revenue Marines and the Life-Saving Service, but of the “U.S. Lighthouse Service,



the Steamboat Inspection Service, [and] the Bureau of Navigation” (MilitaryBases.com).
Further, it not only gained these new responsibilities, but was passed from the oversight
of the Department of the Treasury, to the Department of Transportation, to the
Departments of Homeland Security and Defense (The Navy, specifically) in a case of
split custody dependent on whether the United States of America is in a state of war.

The Coast Guard is an interesting case, as though it is a branch of the military,
unlike other branches it functions outside of times of war as domestic law enforcement.
Additionally, it is less defined by a type of environment (though it is certainly associated
with naval operations) as it is first as foremost designated to a specific region of that
environment which carries with it numerous additional physical and political
considerations, as coastlines often serve as a Nation’s borders.

The final branch of the military is its most recent addition, that being the United
States Space Force. The Space Force was established on December 20th, 2019 by the
National Defense Authorization Act “to protect and defend American interests and to
ensure our forces, our allies, and the world never experience a day without space”
(United States Space Force). It is not designed to fight aliens, as one may jokingly
suggest, but primarily serves to operate within the realms of technological and
information warfare to protect American access to satellite networks, which are crucial
for modern communication and everyday civilian life.

Arguably, the Space Force is defined by the environment it operates in, that being
beyond the upper atmosphere in space, despite its service members nearly always being

grounded. The operations are, after all, concerned with objects in that realm, and a drone



would not be considered any less airborne because its pilot was not alongside it in the
sky, so why should the Space Force be treated differently?

With an outline painted of the circumstances which made each branch of service
necessary, it can now be speculated as to why it is necessary to have these military
divisions. While a first instinct may be to point out that it is necessary to have different
branches in order to accommodate the various required specialties, both for particular
environments and technologies, necessary for effective warfare, it seems that this is not
simply the case. Both the Navy and the Army have large divisions of pilots and flight
officers within them, and these soldiers are no less capable than an Air Force Airman of
equal experience, so it seems that specializations of a kind different than a branch's
primary function can be accommodated— with excellence— within a branch. From this
it would seem that branches are unnecessary, as a single entity could certainly consist of
every specialized role, but we can determine from the case of the Air Force that this
approach has a glaring issue which arises with scale. At a smaller scale, it is efficient to
have an organization diversify its capabilities so that it can operate in any condition (land,
air, and sea) and for a great number of purposes, but when a specific capacity of a an
organization grows to a scale where it becomes the focus of any operation rather than a
supporting element, it requires independent oversight which would contest with the
responsibilities of the current presiding official. Further, where leadership is concerned,
leaders of a military structure ideally have a complete understanding of the lives of their
soldiers and the tasks which they must perform, and should an organization not be

subdivided into branches by kind of service in some manner, then excellent leadership
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would be impossible. In the system the United States has, though there is a single leader
of the military (the President in their capacity as Commander in Chief and the Secretary
of Defense), these roles are supplemented by subdivisions which then allow the highest
official of each branch to at least theoretically be fully experienced in most elements of
their branch’s operations. This also seems to be why there are two branches which are
specialized by something other than their environment, as there is a need for a kind of
operation which is specialized beyond environment and requires a degree of niche
expertise or training which cannot be achieved without singular devotion; the Marine
Corps requiring advanced martial training and rapid action, the Coast Guard requiring
advanced knowledge relating to human trafficking, immigration, coastal safety
regulations, life-saving, and domestic maritime law. In this way, branches of the military
necessitate themselves by the impossibility of a human, or even a set of humans in an
organized bureaucratic system, to know with great accuracy the many particular parts of
war, as it would take numerous lifetimes for an individual to know them all once, and
many more lifetimes to know them all well. This is why significant new technologies—
the aircraft and the spacecraft and satellite— are the changes which have necessitated the
formation of new branches. There could be a single entity with every military

responsibility, but it would be nigh-impossible to make it work well.
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