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We go to gain a little patch of ground that hath in it no profit but the name.


William Shakespeare, Hamlet
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1


The Nature of the Beast


If the bombardment [of London by V-bombs] really becomes a serious nuisance and great rockets with far-reaching and devastating effect fall on many centres … I may certainly have to ask you to support me in using poison gas. We could drench the cities of the Ruhr and many other cities in Germany in such a way that most of the population would be requiring constant medical attention.


Winston Churchill to the Chiefs of Staff Committee, July 1944


The rain of large sparks, blowing down the street, were each as large as a five-mark piece. I struggled to run against the wind but could only reach a house on the corner of the Sorbenstrasse. … [We] couldn’t go on across the Eiffestrasse because the asphalt road had melted. There were people on the roadway, some already dead, some still lying alive but stuck in the asphalt. They must have rushed onto the roadway without thinking. Their feet had got stuck and then they had put out their hands to try to get out again. They were on their hands and knees screaming.


Kate Hoffmeister, then nineteen, on the firestorm in Hamburg in 19431


The conclusion was getting hard to avoid even before the advent of nuclear weapons: the game of war is up, and we are going to have to change the rules if we are to survive. The brief, one-sided campaigns of well-armed Western countries against dysfunctional Third World autocracies kill in the tens of thousands, and the genocidal ethnic conflicts of fragile post-colonial states are local tragedies, but during the last two years of World War II, over one million people were being killed each month. If the great powers were to go to war with one another just once more, using all the weapons they now have, a million people could die each minute. They have no current intention of doing that, but so long as the old structures survive, Big War is not dead. It is just on holiday.


It is technology that has invalidated all our assumptions about the way we run our world, but the easiest and worst mistake we could make would be to blame our current dilemma on the mere technology of war. Napalm, nerve gas, and nuclear weapons were not dropped into our laps by some malevolent god; we put a great deal of effort into inventing and producing them because we intended to fight wars with them.


A lot of people know that seventy thousand died at Hiroshima, but few people know that two hundred and twenty-five thousand died in Tokyo, as a result of only two raids with conventional bombs. I was a bomber pilot a long time ago. I bombed Hamburg. Seventy thousand people died there when the air caught fire. Eighty thousand or so died at Dresden. And if you want to talk about numbers, one hundred and twenty-three thousand died at Iwo Jima … and so the problem is war, not nuclear war.


Man in the street in Washington, D.C.


The essential soldier remains the same. Whether he was handling a sling-shot weapon on Hadrian’s Wall or whether he’s in a main battle tank today, he is essentially the same.


Gen. Sir John Hackett


The soldier was one of the first inventions of civilization, and he has changed remarkably little over the five thousand years or so that real armies have existed. The teenage Iranian volunteers stumbling across minefields east of Basra in 1984 or the doomed British battalions going over the top in the July Drive on the Somme in 1916 were taking part in the same act of sacrifice and slaughter that destroyed the young men of Rome at Cannae in 216 bc. The emotions, the odds, and the outcome were fundamentally the same. Battle, the central act of civilized warfare, is a unique event in which ordinary men willingly kill and die as though those extraordinary actions were normal and acceptable. Changes in weapons and tactics have not altered those essential elements of its character.


However, the consequences of war can and do change. Force is the ultimate argument, and once it has been invoked, the only effective reply is superior force. The internal logic of war has frequently caused it to grow far bigger in scale than the importance of the issue originally at dispute would justify. In our time, the likely consequences of major war have grown drastically and irreversibly, so that they potentially include the destruction of the entire human habitat. Yet modern soldiers do not behave any more ruthlessly than their ancestors.


The residents of Dresden and Hiroshima in 1945 suffered no worse fate than the citizens of Babylon in 680 bc, when the city fell to Sennacherib of Assyria, who boasted: “I levelled the city and its houses from the foundations to the top, I destroyed them, and I consumed them with fire. I tore down and removed the outer and inner walls, the temples and ziggurats built of brick, and dumped the rubble in the Arahtu canal. And after I destroyed Babylon, smashed its gods and massacred its population, I tore up its soil and threw it into the Euphrates so that it was carried by the river down to the sea.”2 It was a more labour-intensive method of destruction than nuclear weapons, but the effect (at least for an individual city) was about the same.
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Another day, another city. Assyrians looting and destroying an Egyptian city; bas-relief from Nineveh, Palace of Ashurbanipal.


Most of the major cities of antiquity sooner or later met a fate similar to Babylon’s—some of them many times—when the fortunes of war eventually left them exposed to their enemies. The difference between ancient military commanders and those who control the ultimate weapons of today (apart from a strikingly different approach to public relations) is more in the technologies and resources at their disposal than in their basic approach to the job. Soldiers often prefer to cloak the harsh realities of their trade in idealism or sentimentality, as much to protect themselves from the truth as to hide it from the rest of us, but at the professional level they have never lost sight of the fact that the key to military success is cost-effective killing. The relentless search for efficiency in killing that ultimately led to the development of nuclear weapons was just as methodical when the only means of introducing lethal bits of metal into an enemy’s body was by muscle power. Consider the following instructions on the use of a sword in a Roman army training manual:


A slash cut rarely kills, however powerfully delivered, because the vitals are protected by the enemy’s weapons, and also by his bones. A thrust going in two inches, however, can be mortal. You must penetrate the vitals to kill a man. Moreover, when a man is slashing, the right arm and side are left exposed. When thrusting, however, the body is covered, and the enemy is wounded before he realises what has happened. So this method of fighting is especially favoured by the Romans.3


All surgically precise and clear, and sometimes it does happen like that: the weapons will generally (though not always) perform as predicted. But the men who wield them remain intensely human, and their behaviour on a battlefield, in Roman times or now, is complex and unpredictable. Like U.S. Marine corporal Anthony Swofford’s first contact with the enemy in the Gulf War of 1991:


Then we hear the voices of the Iraqi soldiers, and the idling diesel engines of their vehicles. Johnny and I low-crawl to the top of the rise while the rest of the team prepares to cover our right flank. … And then we hear the engine of their troop carrier move from idle to acceleration, and the slow, deep throaty drawl of the men’s voices is gone, and we know that we’ve been just missed again. …
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“A thrust going in two inches . . . can be mortal.” Detail from the Ammendola Sarcophagus.


I will never know why those men didn’t attack us over the rise. Perhaps we shared an aura of mutual assured existence, allowing us to slowly approach one another and prepare to engage, but finally when the numbers were crunched, the numbers were bad for both sides, and the engagement thus sensibly aborted. If wars were only fought by the men on the ground, the men facing one another in real battle, most wars would end quickly and sensibly. Men are smart and men are animals, in that they don’t want to die so simply for so little.4


It would be nice if it were as simple as that, but it isn’t. A few days later the war is coming to a sudden end, and Corporal Swofford, one of two snipers in a perfect position overlooking an Iraqi airfield, is begging for permission on the radio to open fire. He is ordered not to by his captain, allegedly because that will deter the Iraqis from surrendering. Swofford doesn’t believe it.


I can’t help but assume that certain commanders, at the company level, don’t want to use us because they know that two snipers with two of the finest rifles in the world and a couple of hundred rounds between them will in a short time inflict severe and debilitating havoc on the enemy, causing the entire airfield to surrender. The captains want some war, and they must know that the possibilities are dwindling. And also, same as us, the captains want no war, and here it is, but when you’re a captain and you have a company to command and two snipers want to take a dozen easy shots and try to call it a day, of course you tell them no, because … what you need is some war ink spilled on your Service Record Book.5


So the whole company assaults the airfield, and people are killed and wounded on both sides, and the two snipers sit up on their ridge raging and forgotten—and Swofford is so frustrated that he spends half an hour aiming his sniper rifle at prisoners in the distance, “hopping from head to head with my crosshairs, yelling, Bang, bang, you’re a dead fucking Iraqi.”


It isn’t simple at all. The human complexities at the level of an infantry company do not get less complicated at the level of the generals. Indeed, they may be even more complex. War is a huge, multi-faceted, ancient human institution that is deeply entrenched in our societies, our history, and our psyches. No matter which angle we approach it from, we will initially be in the position of one of the blind men trying to describe the elephant. But the best place to begin, perhaps, is at the very heart of the matter: the nature of combat.


***


War is the province of uncertainty; three-fourths of the things on which action in war is based lie hidden in the fog of greater or less uncertainty.


Karl von Clausewitz


Their Majesties lunch with Doris and me, quite simply, at Government House. The King seemed anxious, but he did not … really comprehend the uncertainty of the result of all wars between great nations, no matter how well prepared one may think one is.


Gen. Douglas Haig, 11 August 19146


The military is often criticized for its persistent—and persistently unsuccessful—attempts to reduce all action to routines, rules, and regulations. But all it amounts to, in practice, is a desperate and only partially successful attempt to reduce the immense number of variables with which the professional military officer must contend. To a limited extent the wild card represented by the unpredictable behaviour of his own people under stress can be brought under control by the imposition of uniform training and indoctrination, but there is no comparable way to confine the interplay of will, art, and chance between opponents on the battlefield to a predictable pattern.


Armies try, certainly—there are as many lists of “Principles of War” as there are general staffs, each consisting of ten or a dozen platitudes that are mostly either self-evident or useless to the man who has to take the decision under fire. Combat is an environment that cannot be mastered by set rules. Tactics and strategy must be learned and plans made, but the unpredictable and uncontrollable elements are so large that even the best plans, carried out by the most competent and daring officers, will often fail—and will always change.


Q. Can you tell me how a battle works?


A. Well, in my opinion a battle never works; it never works according to plan. … The plan is only a common base for changes. It’s very important that everybody should know the plan, so you can change easily. But the modern battle is very fluid, and you have to make your decisions very fast—and mostly not according to plan.


Q. But at least everybody knows where you’re coming from?


A. And where you’re going to, more or less.


Gen. Dan Laner, Israeli Defense Forces commander, Golan Heights, 1973


Combat at every level is an environment that requires officers to make decisions on inadequate information in a hurry and under great stress, and then inflicts the death penalty on many of those who make the wrong decision—and on some of those who have decided correctly as well. In such an environment, officers must rely on rules of thumb that are no more than rough calculations, distilled from much past experience, of the odds that a given action will succeed. On the whole, officers will cling to these rules even if the laws of chance occasionally betray them.


As we were going into the position, there was a large rice field we had to walk across, and I remember that I had to send somebody else across first. And you think, “Well, who do I send? Do I go myself?” But being the leader you can’t afford that. You had to send somebody across. And if you sat back and thought about it you would say, “Am I sacrificing this individual? Am I sending him out there to draw fire?”


That may be part of it, but it’s better to send an individual than walk out there with your entire force. And I remember pointing to an individual and telling him to go. Now there was one moment of hesitation, when he looked at me: “Do you mean me? Do you really mean it?” And the look I must have given him—he knew that I meant it, and he went across the field.


Everybody was watching that individual. I started sending them across in twos, and it was no problem. Then I took my entire force across. When we were about halfway across, they came up behind us, the VC [Viet Cong], and they were in spiderholes, and they caught most of my unit in the open.


Now tactically I had done everything the way it was supposed to be done, but we lost some soldiers. There was no other way. We could not go around that field; we had to go across it. So did I make a mistake? I don’t know. Would I have done it differently [another time]? I don’t think I would have, because that’s the way I was trained. Did we lose less soldiers by my doing it that way? That’s a question that’ll never be answered.


Maj. Robert Ooley, U.S. Army


The battle drills in which Major Ooley was trained were worked out by experienced professional soldiers, with the aim of minimizing the chance of an unpleasant surprise and limiting the damage done if the surprise happens anyway. Tactical doctrines like these are constantly updated in the light of new experience, and the same process of analysis is applied to operations all the way up the chain of command. An enormous amount of effort now goes into the attempt to create rules that will give modern officers at least some general guidelines on how to combine all the resources under their command successfully on the battlefield; the tactical manuals of today’s armies can run into hundreds of pages.


Yet in the end, the product of all this effort is the same, usually no more than programmed uncertainty and never a reliable guide to success. The official doctrines concentrate on manipulating what can be calculated and rationally planned in war, but the large incalculable elements are at best partly constrained by them—the rest is just hidden by the planning process. On the battlefield, the uncertainties cannot be hidden, and real combat is just as much a gamble for General Yossi Ben-Chanaan, who has fought in a number of short, victorious wars, as for Major Ooley, who fought a long, losing war.


Ben-Chanaan commanded a tank brigade on the Golan Heights during the 1973 war in the Middle East, and on the sixth day of the war, with only eight tanks left, he succeeded in penetrating the Syrian front line.


… and once we arrived to the rear we took position, and all their positions were very exposed. We opened fire, and for about twenty minutes we destroyed whoever we could see, because we were in a great position there.


I decided to charge and try to get that hill, but I had to leave a couple of tanks in cover; so I charged with six tanks. [The Syrians] opened fire from the flank with antitank missiles, and in a matter of seconds, three out of the six tanks were blown up. There was a big explosion in my tank. I blew out, and I was left there. … And also the whole attack was a mistake, I think.


General Ben-Chanaan is a very competent officer, but his attack failed and some of his men died. Yet if there had not been Syrian antitank missiles off on his flank (which he could not possibly have known), his attack would probably have succeeded, and a vital hill would have been taken by the Israelis at the critical time. Many Israelis who died in the subsequent fighting might now be alive, and the armistice line might be a good deal closer to Damascus. At the time, the gamble seemed worth it to Ben-Chanaan; he took a chance, and he was wrong. There are so many variables in combat that a commander cannot control, and so many things that he simply does not know.


***


Military officers, to be successful in combat, need a very high tolerance for uncertainty. This may seem one of the attributes least likely to be present in the armed forces, with their identical uniforms and rigid system of ranks, their bureaucratic standardizations of everything from “Swords, Ceremonial, Officers, for the Use of” to the format in which a commander must compose his operational orders, and their apparently generalized intolerance for deviations from the norm of any sort. Yet in fact these are two sides of the same coin.


It is not necessary for Acme Carpet Sales or the Department of Motor Vehicles to regiment their employees and rigidly routinize every aspect of their work, for they operate in an essentially secure and predictable environment. The mail will be delivered each morning, the sales representatives will not be ambushed and killed on the way to their afternoon appointments, and the accounts department will not be driven to mass panic and flight by mortar rounds landing in the parking lot. Armies in peacetime look preposterously over-organized, but peace is not their real working environment.


In battle, the apparent lunacies of orders given and acknowledged in standard forms, of rank formalized to an extent almost unknown elsewhere, of training that ensures that every officer will report his observations of enemy movements in this format rather than some other when there seems no particular virtue in doing it one way rather than another, all find their justification by bringing some predictability and order to an essentially chaotic situation. Even the most bizarre aspect of military organization, the officer/enlisted man distinction, makes a kind of sense in this strange environment.


The rigid division of all military organizations into officers and enlisted men, two entirely separate hierarchies of people covering roughly the same span of age and often, at the more junior levels, doing much the same kind of job, is so universal that it is rarely considered remarkable. Yet armed forces have the most meticulously stratified system of rank to be found anywhere, and they positively flaunt it.


Among all the intricate distinctions of rank, it is the gulf between the officers and the other ranks that is most important. Army lieutenants at the age of twenty or twenty-one will normally be placed in charge of a body of enlisted men who are older and more experienced than themselves. The army will expect them to rely heavily on the judgment of their noncommissioned officers, but the final decision and the ultimate responsibility are theirs. Indeed, the twenty-year-old lieutenant is legally of a higher rank than the most experienced and trusted NCO in the army (though he would be wise not to exercise his authority without careful consideration). Moreover, in all armies it is deliberately made difficult to transfer from the enlisted ranks to the officer caste.
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You have to dress the part. General Hans von Seeckt, the embodiment of Prussian military professionalism, receiving birthday congratulations in 1936.






The historical origins of the officer/man distinction are political and social, but it is striking that even the most formally egalitarian states like revolutionary France or Bolshevik Russia never abolished it. The fundamental reason is that officers must use their men’s lives up in order to accomplish the purposes of the state.


You’ve got to keep distant from [your soldiers]. The officer-enlisted man distance helps. This is one of the most painful things, having to withhold sometimes your affection for them, because you know you’re going to have to destroy them on occasion. And you do. You use them up: they’re material. And part of being a good officer is knowing how much of them you can use up and still get the job done.


Paul Fussell, infantry officer, World War II


Officers play a very large role in battles, and their casualties are usually higher proportionally than those of the enlisted men. The brief life expectancy of infantry lieutenants on the Western Front in World War I is legendary, but the figures were actually just as bad in World War II.


It occurred to me to count the number of officers who had served in the Battalion since D-Day. Up to March 27th, the end of the Rhine crossing [less than ten months] … I found that we had had 55 officers commanding the twelve rifle platoons, and that their average service with the Battalion was 38 days. … Of these 53% were wounded, 24% killed or died of wounds, 15% invalided, and 5% survived.


Col. M. Lindsay, 1st Gordon Highlanders7


In general, officer casualties in the British and American armies in World War II in the rifle battalions that did most of the fighting were twice as high proportionally as the casualties among enlisted men. Similar figures seem to apply for most other armies that have seen major combat in the past several centuries. (Suspiciously, the officer casualty rate for American forces in the Vietnam War was slightly below the enlisted rate.)8 Nevertheless, there is a fundamental difference in the officer’s experience of battle. He feels as much fear and is exposed to as much danger as his men, but except in the most extreme circumstances, he will not be using a weapon himself. His role is to direct those who do and make them go on doing it. The task officers must perform and the circumstances in which they must do it have instilled in them a very special view of the world and how it works.


The military ethic emphasizes the permanence of irrationality, weakness and evil in human affairs. It stresses the supremacy of society over the individual and the importance of order, hierarchy and division of function.


It accepts the nation state as the highest form of political organization and recognizes the continuing likelihood of war among nation states. … It exalts obedience as the highest virtue of military men. … It is, in brief, realistic and conservative.


Samuel Huntington9


Much of Huntington’s classic definition of the “military mind” would have applied to long-serving military officers of the distant past, but there is an added dimension to it now, for it represents the outlook of a separate and specialized profession. Although there have always been full-time specialists in the military art at the lower levels of army command structures, it is only in the past few centuries that there has come into existence in every country an autonomous body of people—the professional military officers—whose sole task is to maintain the armed forces in peacetime and lead them in war.


Profession is the correct word for the calling of the career military officer today, in much the same sense that the word is applied to older professions like medicine or the law. The officer corps is a self-regulating body of men and women with expert knowledge of a complex intellectual discipline. It has a monopoly of the exercise of its function, and the exclusive right to select and train those new members who will be admitted to the discipline. Its client is society as a whole (through the mediation of the government, its sole employer), and it enjoys special privileges in compensation for its grave responsibilities. Like any other profession, it also has a wide range of corporate interests and views to defend and advance. But there is one key respect in which the military is very different from its civilian counterparts: what soldiers call the “unlimited liability” of their contract to serve. Few other contracts oblige the employee to lay down his life when the employer demands it.


Politicians may … pretend that the soldier is ethically in no different position than any other professional. He is. He serves under an unlimited liability, and it is the unlimited liability which lends dignity to the military profession. … There’s also the fact that military action is group action, particularly in armies. … The success of armies depends to a very high degree on the coherence of the group, and the coherence of the group depends on the degree of trust and confidence of its members in each other.


Now what Arnold Toynbee used to call the military virtues—fortitude, endurance, loyalty, courage, and so on—these are good qualities in any collection of men and enrich the society in which they are prominent. But in the military society, they are functional necessities, which is something quite, quite different. I mean a man can be false, fleeting, perjured, in every way corrupt, and be a brilliant mathematician or one of the world’s greatest painters. But there’s one thing he can’t be, and that is a good soldier, sailor or airman. Now it’s this group coherence and the unlimited liability which, between them, set the military professional apart, and I think will continue to do so.


Gen. Sir John Hackett


There are bad officers, of course, of whom none of this is true, but General Hackett is right: the lack of those virtues is what makes them bad officers. In a way, he is simply offering a general and somewhat romanticized formulation of the state of grace amid evil that does prevail, by necessity, among front-line soldiers. It is the same phenomenon that a private soldier described in talking of “the friendly helpfulness and almost gaiety that increases until it is an almost unbelievably tangible and incongruous thing as you get nearer to the front. A cousin writing to me recently … said, ‘Men are never so loving or so lovable as they are in action.’ That is not only true, it is the beginning and end of the matter.”10


But this, too, is not the whole of the truth.


I went where I was told to go and did what I was told to do, but no more. I was scared shitless just about all the time.


James Jones, infantry private, World War II


If blood was brown, we’d all have medals.


Canadian sergeant, northwest Europe,1944–45


Fear is not just a state of mind; it is a physical thing. With its useful mania for questionnaires, the U.S. Army set out during World War II to find out just how much fear affected the ability of soldiers to perform on the battlefield. In one infantry division in France in August 1944, 65 percent of the soldiers admitted that they had been unable to do their jobs properly because of extreme fear on at least one occasion, and over two-fifths said it had happened repeatedly.


In another U.S. infantry division in the South Pacific, over two thousand soldiers were asked about the physical symptoms of fear: 84 percent said they had a violent pounding of the heart, and over three-fifths said they shook or trembled all over. Around half admitted to feeling faint, breaking out in a cold sweat, and feeling sick to their stomachs. Over a quarter said they had vomited, and 21 percent said they had lost control of their bowels.11 These figures are based only on voluntary admissions, of course, and the true ones are probably higher in all categories, especially the more embarrassing ones. James Jones’s remark about being “scared shitless” was not just a colourful expression.


This is the raw material with which officers must conduct their battles: men whose training and self-respect and loyalty to their close friends around them are very nearly outweighed by extreme physical terror and a desperate desire not to die. Soldiers in battle, however steady they may appear, are always a potential mob capable of panic and flight, and armies must expend an enormous amount of effort to keep them in action, beginning in basic training and continuing on the battlefield.


The officer’s task has grown even more difficult over time, for he no longer has all his men lined up in ranks under the eagle eyes of his NCOs in a situation in which, as long as they continue to go through the mechanical motions of loading and firing, they are being militarily effective. Modern ground forces fight in circumstances of extreme dispersion in which it is impossible for the officer to exercise direct supervision and control over his men’s actions. Though the structure of command, compulsion, and punishment for poor performance remains in place, the officer must now rely much more on persuasion and manipulation of his men.


You lead by example. I don’t think it was unknown that I was afraid to be shot at. I didn’t like it, I don’t think anybody does; but I did what had to be done, given the situation at any given time, and I think that’s a contagious-type thing. When the shooting starts and things start happening, you do what has to be done, and other people start doing what has to be done, and it’s a team effort.


Lt. Col. Michael Petty, U.S. Army, Vietnam, 1969–71


If too many soldiers in a unit fail to do their jobs, nobody is likely to survive. This approach to leadership, therefore, often produces acceptable results, especially in small wars like Vietnam, in which casualties are relatively low (only about one in fifty of the U.S. soldiers who served in Vietnam was killed), and episodes of intensive combat are generally brief and intermittent. It was the collapse of morale, not the attrition of combat, that destroyed the U.S. Army’s fighting capability in Vietnam.


But in large-scale warfare between regular armies, things are different, and have been for at least the past two generations. In any big battle down to the latter part of the nineteenth century, the dead and wounded on a single day of fighting could amount to up to 40 or 50 percent of the men engaged, and the average figure was rarely less than 20 percent. Given a couple of battles a year, the infantryman stood an even chance of being killed or wounded for each year the war continued—a very discouraging prospect. But for 363 days of the year, it was merely a hypothetical prospect, for he was not in battle or even in close contact with the enemy on those days. He might be cold, wet, tired, and hungry much of the time—if it was the campaigning season and the army was manoeuvring around the countryside—but for a good part of the year he was probably billeted somewhere indoors at night. In such circumstances the high probability that he would be dead or wounded within the year could be dealt with in the same sort of way that everybody deals with the eventual certainty of death.


The navies and air forces of today fight a kind of war that is still recognizably the same in its psychological effects. On a warship there is the constant psychological strain of being below deck knowing that a torpedo could hit at any time, but actual close contact with an enemy rarely averages more than a few hours a month. Even the bomber crews of World War II, whose life expectancy was measured in months, were still fighting that kind of war, although in an extreme form: in between the brief moments of stark terror when the flak or the fighters came too close, they slept between clean sheets and might even get to the pub some evenings. But for armies, things have changed irreversibly.


There is no such thing as “getting used to combat.” … Each moment of combat imposes a strain so great that men will break down in direct relation to the intensity and duration of their exposure.


U.S. Army psychological investigation into the effects of combat12


The most striking visible sign of the change that has made ground warfare so much harder on the soldiers, paradoxically, is a steep drop in the casualty toll in a day of battle. Unlucky small units can still be virtually exterminated in an hour when something goes badly wrong, but the average daily loss for a division-sized force in intensive combat in World War II was about 2 percent of its personnel. For entire armies, the casualties even on the first day of a great offensive rarely amounted to 1 percent. The lethality of weapons has increased several thousandfold over the past two hundred years, but the extent to which the potential targets of those weapons have spread out is even greater, and it is certainly far safer to be a soldier on any given day of battle today than it was a hundred or a thousand years ago. The problem for the soldiers is that battles can now continue for weeks, with individual units being sent back in at frequent intervals, and the battles may follow each other in quick succession.


In terms of overall casualties per year, the loss rate in major wars is cumulatively about the same as it was in earlier times, with combat infantrymen facing at best an even chance of death or a serious wound within a year. But the psychological effect is very different. Being in contact with the enemy and exposed to the elements most of the time, being shelled every day, and living amid constant death gradually erode men’s desperate faith in their own hope of survival and eventually destroy everybody’s courage and will. Anyone can be brave once, but nobody can go on forever: “Your courage flows at its outset with the fullest force and thereafter diminishes; perhaps if you are very brave it diminishes imperceptibly; but it does diminish … and it can never behave otherwise,” wrote a British soldier who had been through too much.13


The U.S. Army concluded during World War II that almost every soldier, if he escaped death or wounds, would break down after two hundred to two hundred and forty “combat days”; the British, who rotated their troops out of the front line more often, reckoned four hundred days, but they agreed that breakdown was inevitable. The reason that only about one-sixth of the casualties were psychiatric was that most combat troops did not survive long enough to go to pieces.


The pattern was universal, in all units of every nationality on all fronts. After the first few days of combat, in which the members of a fresh unit would show signs of constant fear and apprehension, they would learn to distinguish the truly dangerous phenomena of combat from the merely frightening, and their confidence and performance steadily improved. After three weeks they were at their peak—and then the long deterioration began. By the sixth week of continuous combat, two Army psychiatrists who accompanied a U.S. infantry battalion in 1944 reported, most soldiers had become convinced of the inevitability of their own death and had stopped believing that their own skill or courage could make any difference. They would continue to function with gradually diminishing effectiveness for some months, but in the end, if they were not killed, wounded, or withdrawn from battle, the result was the same: “As far as they were concerned the situation was one of absolute hopelessness. … The soldier was slow-witted. … Mental defects became so extreme that he could not be counted on to relay a verbal order. … He remained almost constantly in or near his slit trench, and during acute actions took little or no part, trembling constantly.” At this point the “two-thousand-year stare” appeared (in Vietnam it was known as the “thousand-yard stare”), and the next stage was catatonia or total disorientation and breakdown.14


The amount of time it took soldiers to reach this point varied from individual to individual and could be greatly extended if they had some periods of relief from combat. The principal reason that relatively few entire units collapsed was that the same combat environment that produced these symptoms also caused so many casualties that there was a constant flow of replacements. (The Soviet army’s casualties in 1943, for example, were 80 percent of the forces engaged, and the same in 1944.) Most units in prolonged combat in modern war, therefore, consist of an uneasy mixture of some utterly green and unsure replacements, some surviving veterans of many months of combat, most of whom are nearing collapse, and a proportion of soldiers—the larger the better, from the unit’s point of view—who are still in transition from the former stage to the latter.


This is the reality that an officer must deal with (if he is not yet too far gone himself to cope with it). Except in the very first experiences of a unit in combat, he must reckon at best with the state of mind described by Colonel S. L. A. Marshall:


Wherever one surveys the forces of the battlefield, it is to see that fear is general among men, but to observe further that men commonly are loath that their fear will be expressed in specific acts which their comrades will recognize as cowardice. The majority are unwilling to take extraordinary risks and do not aspire to a hero’s role, but they are equally unwilling that they should be considered the least worthy among those present. …


The seeds of panic are always present in troops so long as they are in the midst of physical danger. The retention of self-discipline … depends upon the maintaining of an appearance of discipline within the unit. … When other men flee, the social pressure is lifted and the average soldier will respond as if he had been given a release from duty, for he knows that his personal failure is made inconspicuous by the general dissolution.15


The experienced professional officer takes an unromantic view of men’s behaviour under stress and believes that all his efforts in war amount to no more than trying to build shaky bridges across chaos with highly volatile human material. A young American infantry officer was strikingly frank about these realities to the survivors of his company in a post-combat debriefing that Marshall attended after the company had assaulted a small German fort outside Brest in 1944. The men had made a remarkable seven-hundred-yard charge across an open field, causing most of the German garrison to flee, and reached the cover of a hedgerow only fifteen yards from the fort. But they could not then be persuaded to get up and cross the scant remaining distance for seven hours, although only a handful of German defenders remained.


You have a plan. You have an objective. Your men get started with the objective in mind. But in the course of getting to the objective and taking up fire positions, disorganization sets in. The men look for cover and that scatters them. Fire comes against them and that scatters their thoughts. They no longer think as a group but as individuals. Each man wants to stay where he is. To get them going again as a group, an officer must expose himself to the point of suicide. The men are in a mental slump; they always get that way when they have taken a great risk. … It is harder to get men to mop up after a charge than to get them to charge.


Lt. Robert W. Rideout, Brest, 194416


Marshall offers dozens of instances of the “lightning emotional changes” of men in combat, which will cause “the same group of soldiers [to] act like lions and then like scared hares within the passage of a few minutes.” He is also acutely aware of how easily the apparent authority of officers can be undermined by the reluctance of the soldiers. They may, for example, seize upon the failure of some promised element of support for an attack (tanks, an artillery barrage, etc.) to arrive at the right time in the promised quantities: “The men squat in their foxholes and count. If they see a default anywhere they feel this gives them a moral excuse to default in their portion. They procrastinate and argue. …” In the end the attack goes off half-heartedly, without hope of success. “The rule for the soldier,” Marshall concludes, “should be that given the Australian mounted infantryman when he asked the Sphinx for the wisdom of the ages: ‘Don’t expect too much!’ ”17


Everything army officers know about the nature of battle leads them toward the same conclusion: that it is an environment where nothing works reliably, and no plan or stratagem succeeds for very long. And everything that they know about human nature tells them that man is a frail and fallible creature who requires strong leadership and firm discipline in order to behave properly and function effectively in combat. This fundamental pessimism about the limits of heroism and idealism is central to the professional soldiers’ world, and on the outermost margins of human experience, where they must operate in combat, their assumptions about human nature are absolutely right. So it is only understandable that they are quite ruthless in the ways that they manipulate the ideas and the behaviour of their soldiers.
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Anybody’s Son Will Do


You think about it and you know you’re going to have to kill but you don’t understand the implications of that, because in the society in which you’ve lived murder is the most heinous of crimes … and you are in a situation in which it’s turned the other way round. … When you do actually kill someone the experience, my experience, was one of revulsion and disgust.


I was utterly terrified—petrified—but I knew there had to be a Japanese sniper in a small fishing shack near the shore. He was firing in the other direction at Marines in another battalion, but I knew as soon as he picked off the people there—there was a window on our side—that he would start picking us off. And there was nobody else to go … and so I ran towards the shack and broke in and found myself in an empty room.


There was a door which meant there was another room and the sniper was in that—and I just broke that down. I was just absolutely gripped by the fear that this man would expect me and would shoot me. But as it turned out he was in a sniper harness and he couldn’t turn around fast enough. He was entangled in the harness so I shot him with a .45 and I felt remorse and shame. I can remember whispering foolishly, “I’m sorry” and then just throwing up. … I threw up all over myself. It was a betrayal of what I’d been taught since a child.


William Manchester


Yet he did kill the Japanese soldier, just as he had been trained to—the revulsion only came afterwards. And even after Manchester knew what it was like to kill another human being, a young man like himself, he went on trying to kill his “enemies” until the war was over. Like all the other tens of millions of soldiers who had been taught from infancy that killing was wrong, and had then been sent off to kill for their countries, he was almost helpless to disobey, for he had fallen into the hands of an institution so powerful and so subtle that it could quickly reverse the moral training of a lifetime.


The whole vast edifice of the military institution rests on its ability to obtain obedience from its members even unto death—and the killing of others. It has enormous powers of compulsion at its command, of course, but all authority must be based ultimately on consent. The task of extracting that consent from its members has probably grown harder in recent times, as the gulf between the military and the civilian worlds has widened. Civilians no longer perceive the threat of violent death as an everyday hazard of existence, and the categories of people whom it is not morally permissible to kill have broadened to include, in peacetime, the entire human race. Yet the armed forces of every country can still take almost any young male civilian and in only a few weeks turn him into a soldier with all the right reflexes and attitudes. Their recruits usually have no more than twenty years’ experience of the world, most of it as children, while the armies have had all of history to practise and perfect their techniques.


Just think of how the soldier is treated. While still a child he is shut up in the barracks. During his training he is always being knocked about. If he makes the least mistake he is beaten, a burning blow on his body, another on his eye, perhaps his head is laid open with a wound. He is battered and bruised with flogging. On the march … they hang heavy loads round his neck like that of an ass.


Egyptian, ca. 1500 bc1


The moment I talk to the new conscripts about the homeland I strike a land mine. So I keep quiet. Instead I try to make soldiers of them. I give them hell from morning to sunset. They begin to curse me, curse the army, curse the state. Then they begin to curse together; and become a truly cohesive group, a unit—a fighting unit.


Israeli, ca. ad 19702


Human beings are fairly malleable, especially when they are young, and in every young man there are attitudes for any army to work with: the inherited values and postures, more or less dimly recalled, of the tribal warriors who were once the model for every young boy to emulate. The anarchic machismo of the primitive warrior is not what modern armies really need in their soldiers, but it does provide them with promising raw material for the transformation they must work in their recruits.


Just how this transformation is wrought varies from time to time and from country to country. In totally militarized societies—ancient Sparta, the samurai class of medieval Japan, the areas controlled by organizations like the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam today—it begins at puberty or before, when the young boy is immersed in a disciplined society in which only the military values are allowed to penetrate. In large modern societies, the process is briefer and more concentrated, and the way it works is much more visible. It is, essentially, a conversion process in an almost religious sense—and as in all conversion phenomena, the emotions are far more important than the specific ideas.


When I was going to school, we used to have to recite the Pledge of Allegiance every day. They don’t do that now. You know, we’ve got kids that come in here now, when they first get here, they don’t know the Pledge of Allegiance to the flag. And that’s something—that’s like a cardinal sin. … My daughter will know that stuff by the time she’s three; she’s two now and she’s working on it. … You know, you’ve got to have your basics, the groundwork where you can start to build a child’s brain from. …


USMC drill instructor, Parris Island recruit training depot, 1981


Many soldiers feel the need for some patriotic or ideological justification for what they do, but which nation, which ideology, does not matter: men will fight as well and die as bravely for the Khmer Rouge as for “God, King, and Country.” And although the people who send the soldiers to war may have high national or moral purposes in mind, most of the men on the ground fight for more basic motives. The closer you get to the front line, the fewer abstract nouns you hear.


What really enables men to fight is their own self-respect, and a special kind of love that has nothing to do with sex or idealism. Very few men have died in battle, when the moment actually arrived, for the United States of America or for the cause of Communism, or even for their homes and families; if they had any choice in the matter at all, they chose to die for each other and for their own vision of themselves.


Once you get out there and you realize a guy is shooting at you, your first instinct, regardless of all your training, is to live. … But you can’t turn around and run the other way. Peer pressure, you know? There’s people here with you that have probably saved your life or will save your life in the future; you can’t back down.


USMC Vietnam veteran


This is going to sound really strange, but there’s a love relationship that is nurtured in combat because the man next to you—you’re depending on him for the most important thing you have, your life, and if he lets you down you’re either maimed or killed. If you make a mistake the same thing happens to him, so the bond of trust has to be extremely close, and I’d say this bond is stronger than almost anything, with the exception of parent and child. It’s a hell of a lot stronger than man and wife—your life is in his hands, you trust that person with the most valuable thing you have. And you’ll find that people who pursue the aphrodisiac of combat or whatever you want to call it are there because they’re friends; the same people show up in the same wars time and again.


Capt. John Early, ex-U.S. Army, Vietnam; ex-mercenary, Rhodesia


John Early is an intelligent and sensitive man who became a combat junkie (“I’m a contradiction in terms, and I can’t explain it”) and as such he is a rarity. For most men, the trust and intimacy of a small unit in combat never compensate for the fear and revulsion. But the selfless identification of the soldier with the men in his unit is what makes armies work in combat, and the foundations must be laid in peacetime. “Fighting is a social art, based upon collective activity, cooperation and mutual support,” an Israeli soldier observed. “This utter reliance on others is an integral part of the effort to meet the enemy irrespective of odds, and it largely determines men’s willingness to risk their lives in pressing the attack. … In short, there is rarely brotherhood in facing death when there is none in peace.”3


The way armies produce this sense of brotherhood in peacetime is basic training, a feat of psychological manipulation on the grand scale which has been so consistently successful and so universal that we fail to notice how remarkable it is. In countries where the army must extract its recruits in their late teens, whether voluntarily or by conscription, from a civilian environment that does not share the military values, basic training involves a brief but intense indoctrination whose purpose is not really to teach the recruits basic military skills but rather to change their values and their loyalties. “I guess you could say we brainwash them a little bit,” admitted a U.S. Marine drill instructor, “but they’re good people.”
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He’s one of you. The bond of mutual trust in a small military unit that is “greater than that of man and wife.” Japanese soldiers with a captured American gun, Philippines, 1942.






The duration and intensity of basic training depend on what kind of society the recruits are coming from, and on what sort of military organization they are going to. It is obviously quicker to train men from a martial culture than from one in which the dominant values are civilian and commercial, and easier to deal with volunteers than with reluctant conscripts. Conscripts are not always unwilling, however; there are many instances in which the army is popular for economic reasons.


In early modern Europe, for example, military service was always intensely unpopular with the mass of the population, and most soldiers were drawn from the most deprived and desperate groups on the margins of society. That changed suddenly in the nineteenth century, with conscription—and at the same time, surprisingly, military service became extremely popular. The fervent nationalism of the nineteenth century had something to do with it, but meat probably had even more.


In the army, the conscripts were fed meat every day and were issued two pairs of boots and a change of underwear—which was more than most of them had back on the farm or in the back streets of the cities. Most armies in the Third World still benefit from this kind of popularity today and have five or ten applicants for every available place (in some countries it is necessary to bribe the recruiter to get in). But even in the modern industrialized nations, where the average civilian’s living standard has long since overtaken that of the private soldier and the white heat of nationalism has subsided somewhat, armies have no difficulty in turning recruits, whether conscripts or not, into soldiers.


A more complex question is what kind of soldier (or sailor, or airman) the recruit must now be turned into. This is usually seen mainly in relation to the increased requirement for technical knowledge brought about by modern weapons, but that is not really a problem of basic training. The real crux of the issue is the kind of social environment the recruit will eventually have to fight in.


For all of military history down to less than a century ago, the environment was invariably the same: an extremely crowded one, with his comrades all around him. In a Roman legion, on the gun deck of a seventeenth-century warship, or in a Napoleonic infantry battalion, the men fought close together, and the presence of so many others going through the same ordeal gave each individual enormous moral support—and exerted enormous moral pressure on him to play his full part. So long as you drilled the recruit to the point of boredom and beyond in the use of his sword, cannon, or musket; instilled in him a loyalty to his legion, ship, or regiment; and put him in mortal fear of his officers, he would probably perform all right on the day of the battle.


To a very large extent the crews of modern ships and aircraft (and even tanks)—all the men who fight together from inside machines—are still living in the same social environment, though the crowds have thinned out noticeably. And when men go into battle in the presence of their peers, the same principles of training will still produce the same results. But for the infantry, who fought shoulder to shoulder all through history, the world has been turned upside down.


Even in World War I, infantrymen could still usually see their whole company in an attack, but the dispersion forced on them by modern firepower has reduced the group who will actually be within sight or hearing of each other in a typical position to ten men or fewer—and even they will probably be spread out over a considerable area. For the foot soldier, the battlefield has become a desperately lonely place, deceptively empty in appearance but bristling with menace, where he can expect neither direct supervision by his officer or NCO in combat, nor the comforting presence of a group of other men beside him.


The more sophisticated forms of infantry basic training have now recognized that fact, and in the latter phases of the training they place far greater stress on “small-group dynamics”: building the solidarity of the “primary group” of five to ten men who will be the individual’s only source of succour and the only audience of his actions in combat. Far greater dependence must now be placed on the individual soldier’s initiative and motivation than ever before, and so armies have to try harder. In the United States, where the contrast between the austerity, hierarchy, and discipline of military life and the prevailing civilian values is most extreme, basic training—the conversion of young civilians into soldiers—is given a greater emphasis than almost anywhere else. The U.S. Army, which reckons that all its members could, under some circumstances, find themselves in a combat zone, insists on seven weeks’ basic training, followed by advanced individual training in a specific trade—and the U.S. Marine Corps gives twelve weeks of basic training to every man and woman who joins the Corps.


The Marines are a very old-fashioned organization (the last of the U.S. armed forces to get its hands on any desirable piece of new weapons technology) that clings to the belief that every Marine must be a qualified combat rifleman first, even if his subsequent specialty will be cooking or supply. The USMC is also an elite assault force, whose battle doctrine accepts the necessity, on occasion, of trading casualties for time. The entire orientation of the Marine Corps is toward the demands of combat: it informs everything the Corps does.


This makes the Marines atypical of contemporary armed forces in the United States or anywhere else, which generally consist of very large numbers of pseudo-military personnel doing technical, administrative, and even public relations jobs, surrounding a much smaller combat core. The Marines are almost all core. But for this very reason they are an ideal case study in how basic training works: they draw their recruits from the most extravagantly individualistic civilian society in the world and turn them into elite combat soldiers in twelve weeks.


***


It’s easier if you catch them young. You can train older men to be soldiers; it’s done in every major war. But you can never get them to believe that they like it, which is the major reason armies try to get their recruits before they are twenty.


Young civilians who have volunteered and been accepted by the Marine Corps arrive at Parris Island, the Corps’s East Coast facility for basic training, in a state of considerable excitement and apprehension. Most are aware that they are about to undergo an extraordinary and very difficult experience. But they do not make their own way to the base; rather they trickle into Charleston airport on various flights throughout the day on which their training platoon is due to form, and are held there in a state of suppressed but mounting nervous tension until late in the evening. When the buses finally come to carry them the seventy-six miles to Parris Island, it is often after midnight—and this is not an administrative oversight. The shock treatment they are about to receive will work most efficiently if they are worn out and somewhat disoriented when they arrive.


The basic training organization is a machine, processing several thousand young men every month, and every facet and gear of it has been designed with the sole purpose of turning civilians into Marines as efficiently as possible. Provided it can have total control over their bodies and their environment for approximately three months, it can practically guarantee converts. Parris Island provides that controlled environment, and the recruits do not set foot outside it again until they graduate as Marine privates twelve weeks later.


They’re allowed to call home, so long as it doesn’t get out of hand—every three weeks or so they can call home and make sure everything’s all right, if they haven’t gotten a letter or there’s a particular set of circumstances. If it’s a case of an emergency call coming in, then they’re allowed to accept that call; if not, one of my staff will take the message. …


In some cases I’ll get calls from parents who haven’t quite gotten adjusted to the idea that their son had cut the strings—and in a lot of cases that’s what they’re doing. The military provides them with an opportunity to leave home but they’re still in a rather secure environment.


Captain Brassington, USMC


For the young recruits, basic training is the closest thing their society can offer to a formal rite of passage, and the institution probably stands in an unbroken line of descent from the lengthy ordeals by which young males in tribal societies were initiated into the adult community of warriors.
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Recruits usually have less than twenty years’ experience in the world, mostly as a child. Clockwise from top left: soldiers in Angola, the U.S. and Afghanistan.


Basic training is not really about teaching people skills; it’s about changing them so that they can do things they wouldn’t have dreamt of otherwise. It works by applying enormous physical and mental pressure to men who have been isolated from their normal civilian environment and placed in one where the only right way to think and behave is the way the Marine Corps wants them to. The key word the men who run the machine use to describe this process is motivation.


I can motivate a recruit and in third phase, if I tell him to jump off the third deck, he’ll jump off the third deck. Like I said before, it’s a captive audience and I can train that guy; I can get him to do anything I want him to do. … They’re good kids and they’re out to do the right thing. We get some bad kids, but you know, we weed those out. But as far as motivation—here, we can motivate them to do anything you want, in recruit training.


USMC drill instructor, Parris Island


The first three days the raw recruits spend at Parris Island are actually relatively easy, though they are hustled and shouted at continuously. It is during this time that they are documented and inoculated, receive uniforms, and learn the basic orders of drill that will enable young Americans (who are not very accustomed to this aspect of life) to do everything simultaneously in large groups. But the most important thing that happens in “forming” is the surrender of the recruits’ own clothes, their hair—all the physical evidence of their individual civilian identities.


During a period of only seventy-two hours, in which they are allowed little sleep, the recruits lay aside their former lives in a series of hasty rituals (like being shaven to the scalp) whose symbolic significance is quite clear to them even though they are deliberately given no time for reflection, nor any hint that they might have the option of turning back from their commitment. The men in charge of them know how delicate a tightrope they are walking, though, because at this stage the recruits are still newly caught civilians who have not yet made their ultimate inner submission to the discipline of the Corps.


Forming Day One makes me nervous. You’ve got a whole new mob of recruits, you know, sixty or seventy depending, and they don’t know anything. You don’t know what kind of a reaction you’re going to get from the stress you’re going to lay on them, and it just worries me the first day.


Things could happen, I’m not going to lie to you. Something might happen. A recruit might decide he doesn’t want any part of this stuff and maybe take a poke at you or something like that. In a situation like that it’s going to be a spur-of-the-moment thing and that worries me.


USMC drill instructor


But it rarely happens. The frantic bustle of forming is designed to give the recruit no time to think about resisting what is happening to him. And so the recruits emerge from their initiation into the system, stripped of their civilian clothes, shorn of their hair, and deprived of whatever confidence in their own identity they may previously have had as eighteen-year-olds, like so many blanks ready to have the Marine identity impressed upon them.


The first stage in any conversion process is the destruction of an individual’s former beliefs and confidence, and his reduction to a position of helplessness and need. Three days cannot cancel out eighteen years—the inner thoughts and the basic character are not erased—but the recruits have already learned that the only acceptable behaviour is to repress any unorthodox thoughts and to mimic the character the Marine Corps wants. Nor are they, on the whole, reluctant to do so, for they want to be Marines. From the moment they arrive at Parris Island, the vague notion that has been passed down for a thousand generations that masculinity means being a warrior becomes an explicit article of faith, relentlessly preached: to be a man means to be a Marine.


Most eighteen-year-old boys have highly romanticized ideas of what it means to be a man, so the Marine Corps has plenty of buttons to push. And it starts pushing them on the first day of real training: the officer in charge of the formation appears before them for the first time, in full dress uniform with medals, and tells them how to become men.


You have made the most important decision in your life … by signing your name, your life, your pledge to the Government of the United States, and even more importantly, to the United States Marine Corps—a brotherhood, an elite unit. … You are going to become a member of that history, those traditions, this organization—if you have what it takes.


All of you want to do that by virtue of your signing your name as a man. The Marine Corps says that we build men. Well, I’ll go a little bit further. We develop the tools that you have—and everybody has those tools to a certain extent right now. We’re going to give you the blueprints, and we are going to show you how to build a Marine. You’ve got to build a Marine—you understand?


Captain Pingree, USMC


The recruits, gazing at him with awe and adoration, shout in unison, “Yes, sir!” just as they have been taught. They do it willingly, because they are volunteers—but even conscripts tend to have the romantic fervour of volunteers if they are only eighteen years old. Basic training, whatever its hardships, is a quick way to become a man among men with an undeniable status, and beyond the initial consent to undergo it, it doesn’t even require any decisions.


I had just dropped out of high school and I wasn’t doing much on the street except hanging out, as most teenagers would be doing. So they gave me an opportunity—a recruiter picked me up, gave me a good line, and said that I could make it in the Marines, that I have a future ahead of me. And since I was living with my parents, I figured that I could start my own life here and grow up a little.


USMC recruit


I like the hand-to-hand combat and … things like that. It’s a little rough going on me, and since I have a small frame I would like to become deadly, as I would put it. I like to have them words, especially the way they’ve been teaching me here.


USMC recruit


The training, when it starts, seems impossibly demanding for most of the recruits—and then it gets harder week by week. There is a constant barrage of abuse and insults aimed at the recruits, with the deliberate purpose of breaking down their pride and so destroying their ability to resist the transformation of values and attitudes that the Corps intends them to undergo. At the same time the demands for constant alertness and for instant obedience are continuously stepped up, and the standards by which the dress and behaviour of the recruits are judged become steadily more unforgiving. But it is all carefully calculated by the men who run the machine, who think and talk in terms of the stress they are placing on the recruits: “We take so many c.c.’s of stress and we administer it to each man—they should be a little bit scared and they should be unsure, but they’re adjusting.” The aim is to keep the training arduous but just within most of the recruits’ capability to withstand. One of the most striking achievements of the drill instructors is to create and maintain the illusion that basic training is an extraordinary challenge, one that will set those who graduate apart from others, when in fact almost everyone can succeed.
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“I have to work myself to death just to fit in” (The Who). Marine recruits get their hands on M16s for the first time, San Diego, 1984.


There has been some preliminary weeding out of potential recruits even before they begin training, to eliminate the obviously unsuitable minority, and some people do “fail” basic training and get sent home, at least in peacetime. The standards of acceptable performance in the U.S. armed forces, as in most military organizations, tend to rise and fall in inverse proportion to the number and quality of recruits available to fill the forces to the authorized manpower levels. But there are very few young men who cannot be turned into passable soldiers if the forces are willing to invest enough effort in it. Not even physical violence is necessary to effect the transformation, though it has been used by most armies at most times.


Our society changes as all societies do, and our society felt that through enlightened training methods we could still produce the same product—and when you examine it, they’re right. … Our 100 c.c.’s of stress is really all we need, not two gallons of it, which is what it used to be. … In some cases with some of the younger drill instructors it was more an initiation than it was an acute test, and so we introduced extra officers and we select our drill instructors to “fine-tune” it.


Captain Brassington, USMC


There is, indeed, a good deal of fine-tuning in the roles that the men in charge of training any specific group of recruits assume. At the simplest level, there is a sort of “good cop/bad cop” manipulation of the recruits’ attitudes toward those applying the stress. The three younger drill instructors who accompany each “serial” through its time in Parris Island are quite close to the recruits in age and unremittingly harsh in their demands for ever higher performance, but the senior drill instructor, a man almost old enough to be their father, plays a more benevolent and understanding part and is available for individual counselling. And generally offstage, but always looming in the background, is the company commander, an impossibly austere and almost godlike personage.


At least these are the images conveyed to the recruits, although of course all these men cooperate closely with an identical goal in view. It works: in the end they become not just role models and authority figures, but the focus of the recruits’ developing loyalty to the organization.


I imagine there’s some fear, especially in the beginning, because they don’t know what to expect. … I think they hate you at first, at least for a week or two, but it turns to respect. … They’re seeking discipline, they’re seeking someone to take charge, ’cause at home they never got it. … They’re looking to be told what to do and then someone is standing there enforcing what they tell them to do, and it’s kind of like the father-and-son game, all the way through. They form a fatherly image of the DI whether they want to or not.


Sergeant Carrington, USMC


Just the sheer physical exercise, administered in massive doses, soon has the recruits feeling stronger and more competent than ever before. Inspections, often several times daily, quickly build up their ability to wear the uniform and carry themselves like real Marines, which is a considerable source of pride. The inspections also help to set up the pattern in the recruits of unquestioning submission to military authority: standing stock-still, staring straight ahead, while somebody else examines you closely for faults is about as extreme a ritual act of submission as you can make with your clothes on.


But they are not submitting themselves merely to the abusive sergeant making unpleasant remarks about the hair in their nostrils. All around them are deliberate reminders—the flags and insignia displayed on parade, the military music, the marching formations and drill instructors’ cadenced calls—of the idealized organization, the “brotherhood” to which they will be admitted as full members if they submit and conform. Nowhere in the armed forces are the military courtesies so elaborately observed, the staffs’ uniforms so immaculate (some DIs change several times a day), and the ritual aspects of military life so highly visible as on a basic training establishment.


Even the seeming inanity of close-order drill has a practical role in the conversion process. It has been over a century since mass formations of men were of any use on the battlefield, but every army in the world still drills its troops, especially during basic training, because marching in formation, with every man moving his body in the same way at the same moment, is a direct physical way of learning two things a soldier must believe: that orders have to be obeyed automatically and instantly; and that you are no longer an individual, but part of a group.


The recruits’ total identification with the other members of their unit is the most important lesson of all, and everything possible is done to foster it. They spend almost every waking moment together—a recruit alone is an anomaly to be looked into at once—and during most of that time they are enduring shared hardships. They also undergo collective punishments, often for the misdeed or omission of a single individual (talking in the ranks, a bed not swept under during barracks inspection), which is a highly effective way of suppressing any tendencies toward individualism. And, of course, the DIs place relentless emphasis on competition with other “serials” in training: there may be something infinitely pathetic to outsiders about a marching group of anonymous recruits chanting, “Lift your heads and hold them high, 3313 is a-passin’ by,” but it doesn’t seem like that to the men in the ranks.


Nothing is quite so effective in building up a group’s morale and solidarity, though, as a steady diet of small triumphs. Quite early in basic training, the recruits begin to do things that seem, at first sight, quite dangerous: descend by ropes from fifty-foot towers, cross yawning gaps hand-over-hand on high wires (known as the Slide for Life, of course), and the like. The common denominator is that these activities are daunting but not really dangerous: the ropes will prevent anyone from falling to his death off the rappelling tower, and there is a pond of just the right depth—deep enough to cushion a falling man, but not deep enough that he is likely to drown—under the Slide for Life. The goal is not to kill recruits, but to build up their confidence as individuals and as a group by allowing them to overcome apparently frightening obstacles.


You have an enemy here at Parris Island. The enemy that you’re going to have at Parris Island is in every one of us. It’s in the form of cowardice. The most rewarding experience you’re going to have in recruit training is standing on line every evening, and you’ll be able to look into each other’s eyes, and you’ll be able to say to each other with your eyes: “By God, we’ve made it one more day! We’ve defeated the coward.”


Captain Pingree, USMC


Number on deck, sir, forty-five … highly motivated, truly dedicated, rompin,’ stompin,’ bloodthirsty, kill-crazy United States Marine Corps recruits, SIR!


Marine chant, Parris Island


If somebody does fail a particular test, he tends to be alone, for the hurdles are deliberately set low enough that most recruits can clear them if they try. In any large group of people there is usually a goat: someone whose intelligence or manner or lack of physical stamina marks him for failure and contempt. The competent drill instructor, without deliberately setting up this unfortunate individual for disgrace, will use his failure to strengthen the solidarity and confidence of the rest. When one hapless young man fell off the Slide for Life into the pond, for example, his drill instructor shouted the usual invective—“Well, get out of the water. Don’t contaminate it all day”—and then delivered the payoff line: “Go back and change your clothes. You’re useless to your unit now.”


“Useless to your unit” is the key phrase, and all the recruits know that what it means is “useless in battle.” The Marine drill instructors at Parris Island are not rear-echelon people filling comfortable jobs, but the most dedicated and intelligent NCOs the Marine Corps can find. The Corps has a clear-eyed understanding of precisely what it is training its recruits for—combat—and it ensures that those who do the training keep that objective constantly in sight.


The DIs “stress” the recruits, feed them their daily ration of synthetic triumphs over apparent obstacles, and bear in mind all the time that the goal is to instill the foundations for the instinctive, selfless reactions and the fierce group loyalty that is what the recruits will need if they ever see combat. They are archmanipulators, fully conscious of it, and utterly unashamed. These kids have signed up as Marines, and they could well see combat; this is the way they have to think if they want to live.


I’ve seen guys come to Vietnam from all over. They were all sorts of people that had been scared—some of them had been scared all their life and still scared—but when they got in combat they all reacted the same—99 percent of them reacted the same. … A lot of it is training here at Parris Island, but the other part of it is survival. They know if they don’t conform—conform I call it, but if they don’t react in the same way other people are reacting, they won’t survive. That’s just it. You know, if you don’t react together, then nobody survives.


USMC drill instructor, Parris Island,1982


When I went to boot camp and did individual combat training they said if you walk into an ambush what you want to do is just do a right face—you just turn right or left, whichever way the fire is coming from, and assault. I said, “Man, that’s crazy. I’d never do anything like that. It’s stupid.”


The first time we came under fire, on Hill 1044 in Laos, we did it automatically. Just like you look at your watch to see what time it is. We done a right face, assaulted the hill—a fortified position with concrete bunkers emplaced, machine guns, automatic weapons—and we took it. And we killed—I’d estimate probably thirty-five North Vietnamese soldiers in the assault, and we only lost three killed. I think it was about two or three, and about eight or ten wounded.


But you know, what they teach you, it doesn’t faze you until it comes down to the time to use it, but it’s in the back of your head, like, What do you do when you come to a stop sign? It’s in the back of your head, and you react automatically.


USMC sergeant, 1982


For those destined to see ground combat, the key question is whether basic training actually prepares them for battle—to which the answer is an unequivocal yes and no. No, because nothing can prepare a man for the reality of combat: killing is still very hard.


I think that if the recruits who leave here now were to go into combat, it would take somebody with combat experience, somebody who had … been in combat and had actually had to kill, to motivate them to the point where they would do it. And once the first one went down, then it would be a lot easier.


USMC drill instructor, Parris Island,1982


But also yes, because the training at Parris Island has given the recruits everything they could hope to possess before they have seen combat: the skills and reactions that will help them to survive personally, the attitudes that will quickly transform any combat unit into a closed circle of mutual loyalty, and an almost laughably high confidence in themselves that will carry them as far as the battlefield.


I’d like to be the first on the beach. I’m not scared at all, because when I came here I never thought I’d jump off a fifty-foot tower or throw a grenade. The drill instructors build your confidence up. Right now I feel I can do anything.


Graduating recruit, Parris Island, 1982


He felt that way even though he had been told repeatedly that doing this job might require that he die. The knowledge may not really have struck home—eighteen-year-olds will not truly believe in the possibility of their own deaths until and unless they see combat and live long enough to understand what is going on—but the Marine Corps does not avoid the question. On the contrary, it puts a considerable effort into telling the recruits why they must, under certain circumstances, throw their lives away. It happens in the latter part of their training, when the emphasis is shifting increasingly to how Marines should behave in combat, and though they may not understand the logic that makes the individual’s self-sacrifice good for the organization, they are by then more than ready to understand it emotionally.


A Marine is lying out in the middle of a paddy and he’s wounded. He’s not crying for Mom! He’s wounded. He might be moaning a little bit; he might be cussin’, because he’s mad. Another Marine that’s in safety because he got behind a dike—he’s real safe, but he crawls out into that paddy, and he pulls that wounded Marine to safety, risking his own life, when probably the Marine’s going to bite the bullet! He’s going to die! And probably the one that goes out and tries to save him is going to die!


Why is that done? You ask yourself that question. And you don’t check out the Marine’s name; you don’t check out where he came from. … All you care about is—he’s a Marine, and he’s in your unit. He’s one of you.


Captain Pingree, USMC, 1982


Not always, but very often, people do behave that way in combat. It is certainly the way the Marine Corps wants its men to behave in combat, for the severely practical reason that men will be more willing to risk their lives if they are confident that the others in their unit will take equally great risks to save them if they get in trouble. But the practical necessities and the romantic vision of soldiering are inextricably mixed. In battle the unit will become the only important thing in the infantryman’s universe; nothing outside it matters, and no sacrifice for the other men in it is too great.


I remember one occasion in which two army officers from another unit came up on the line. They were rather bossy and arrogant, and they wanted to know where the front was, and the sergeant said to them, “You go right down there,” and they did and they were instantly cut to pieces [by Japanese machine guns]. Civilians have a great deal of trouble handling that, but the veteran understands it perfectly. You don’t love anybody who is not yours.


You’re dealing with excesses of love and hate, and among men who fight together there is an intense love. You are closer to those men than to anyone except your immediate family when you were young. … I was not a brave young man [but after I was wounded] I went back because I learned that my regiment was going to … land behind the Japanese lines, and I felt that if I were there I might save men who had saved my life many times, and the thought of not being there was just intolerable. I missed them, I yearned for them—it was, as I say, a variety of love, and I was joyful to be reunited with them. It didn’t last long—two days later I was hit much harder and I was out of the war for good.


William Manchester


Only the experience of combat itself will produce such devotion and selflessness in men, but basic training is the indispensable foundation for it. Despite the ways in which it has been altered to take into account the changes in the battlefields soldiers now inhabit and the societies they serve, basic training has remained essentially the same, because it works with the same raw material that’s always there in teenage boys: a fair amount of aggression, a strong tendency to hang around in groups, and an absolutely desperate desire to fit in. Soldiering takes up a much bigger part of your life than most jobs, but it doesn’t take a special kind of person: anybody’s son will do.


Moreover, the men like Captain Pingree who teach the recruits how to kill and how to die are not cynical in their manipulation of the minds of impressionable teenagers; they believe every word they say. If you accept the necessity of armed force in the world as it is—as Captain Pingree does—then he is absolutely right. More than that, he is admirable, for he asks nothing of the recruits that he is not willing to do himself. Soldiers are not criminals; they are mostly honourable men doing the difficult and sometimes terrifying job the rest of us have asked them to do. But we do repeatedly ask them to kill on our behalf, and they remain willing to do it—which seems to be saying something about all of us; even about the nature of human nature. What is it, exactly?


***


There is such a thing as a “natural soldier”: the kind of man who derives his greatest satisfaction from male companionship, from excitement, and from the conquering of physical and psychological obstacles. He doesn’t necessarily want to kill people as such, but he will have no objections if it occurs within a moral framework that gives him a justification—like war—and if it is the price of gaining admission to the kind of environment he craves. Whether such men are born or made, I do not know, but most of them end up in armies (and many move on again to become mercenaries, because regular army life in peacetime is too routine and boring).


Most mercenaries are there because of their friends … and they’re there because they feel important, and it makes them feel good to win, because they’re playing a game. … It’s a very exuberant feeling, combat.


There’s a euphoric effect whenever you make contact with an enemy unit or you’re ambushed and you can feel the volume of fire start to build up, and you know that the decisions you make have to be absolutely correct because if they’re not somebody’s going to be killed or maimed, and that’s a tremendous responsibility.


You stay scared, all the time. When you’re on patrol you never ever know what’s going to happen, and that heightens your senses. You’re extremely aware; it’s almost like you can feel the texture of the air around you, and it just makes you feel extremely alive, and a lot of people like that. …


Capt. John Early


But men like John Early are so rare that they form only a modest fraction even of small professional armies, mostly congregating in the commando-type special forces. In large conscript armies they virtually disappear beneath the weight of numbers of more ordinary men. And it is these ordinary men, who do not like combat at all, that the armies must persuade to kill. Until only a generation ago, they did not even realize that persuasion was needed.


Armies had always assumed that, given the proper weapons training, the average man would kill in combat with no further incentive than the knowledge that it was the only way to defend his own life. After all, there are no historical records of Roman legionnaires refusing to use their swords, or Marlborough’s infantrymen refusing to fire their muskets against the enemy. But then dispersion hit the battlefield, removing each rifleman from the direct observation of his companions—and when U.S. Army Colonel S. L. A. Marshall finally took the trouble to inquire into what American infantrymen were actually doing on the battlefield in 1943–45, he found that on average only 15 percent of trained combat riflemen fired their weapons at all in battle. The rest did not flee, but they would not kill—even when their own position was under attack and their lives were in immediate danger.


The thing is simply this, that out of an average one hundred men along the line of fire during the period of an encounter, only fifteen men on average would take any part with the weapons. This was true whether the action was spread over a day, or two days or three. … In the most aggressive infantry companies, under the most intense local pressure, the figure rarely rose above 25 percent of total strength from the opening to the close of an action.


Col. S. L. A. Marshall4


Marshall conducted both individual interviews and group interviews with over four hundred infantry companies, both in Europe and in the Central Pacific, immediately after they had been in close combat with German or Japanese troops, and the results were the same each time. They were, moreover, as astonishing to the company officers and the soldiers themselves as they were to Marshall; each man who hadn’t fired his rifle thought he had been alone in his defection from duty.


Even more indicative of what was going on was the fact that almost all the crew-served weapons had been fired. Every man had been trained to kill and knew it was his duty to kill, and so long as he was in the presence of other soldiers who could see his actions, he went ahead and did it. But the great majority of the riflemen, each unobserved by the others in his individual foxhole, had chosen not to kill, even though it increased the likelihood of his own death.


It is therefore reasonable to believe that the average and healthy individual—the man who can endure the mental and physical stresses of combat—still has such an inner and usually unrealized resistance towards killing a fellow man that he will not of his own volition take life if it is possible to turn away from that responsibility. … At the vital point he becomes a conscientious objector, unknowing. …


I well recall that in World War I the great sense of relief that came to troops when they were passed to a quiet sector such as the old Toul front was due not so much to the realization that things were safer there as to the blessed knowledge that for a time they were not under the compulsion to take life. “Let ’em go; we’ll get ’em some other time,” was the remark frequently made when the enemy grew careless and offered himself as a target.


Col. S. L. A. Marshall5


Marshall initially believed that this fundamental disinclination to kill, while it may always have existed in human beings, had only recently become a major factor in war because of the increasing dispersion of infantrymen on the battlefield and their escape from direct observation by their comrades. Surely it would have been impossible for soldiers in the days of mass formations and black-powder muskets to shirk their duty to fire, for they had to go through a complex sequence of actions to load their muskets, which produced a visible kick and a cloud of black-powder smoke when fired. Subsequent research, however, suggests that a very high proportion of soldiers did not fire even in these circumstances: of 27,574 abandoned muskets picked up after the battle of Gettysburg in 1863, over 90 percent were loaded, although the nineteen-to-one ratio between loading time and firing time would logically argue that only about 5 percent of the muskets should have been loaded and ready to fire when their owners dropped them. Indeed, almost half of them—twelve thousand—were loaded more than once, and six thousand of them had between three and ten rounds loaded in the barrel. The only rational conclusion is that huge numbers of soldiers at Gettysburg, both Union and Confederate, were refusing to fire their weapons even in standup, face-to-face combat at short range, and were presumably going through the act of loading and perhaps even mimicking the act of firing when somebody nearby actually did fire in order to hide their internal defection from the killing process. And very many of those who did fire were probably deliberately aiming high.6


This conclusion, counterintuitive though it is, applies even to the shoulder-to-shoulder formations of eighteenth-century infantry that blasted volleys at each other from close range: the “kill-rate” was far lower than it logically ought to have been, given the accuracy of those weapons at those distances.7 And there is no reason to believe that the phenomenon Marshall found in the American army in World War II was any different in the German or Soviet or Japanese armies; there were no comparable studies made, but if a higher proportion of Japanese or Germans had been willing to kill, then the volume of fire they actually managed to produce would have been three, four, or five times greater than a similar number of Americans—and it wasn’t.


Hein Severloh was a twenty-year-old Wehrmacht private manning a machine gun overlooking Omaha Beach in Normandy when American troops came ashore on D-Day, June 6, 1944. His bunker, WN62, was one of the few not destroyed by Allied bombing and naval gunfire, and his machine gun accounted for at least half of the 4,184 Americans who died in front of that bunker on Private Severloh’s first and last day of combat. He fired it for nine hours, pausing only to change gun-barrels as they overheated, mowing down American soldiers as they exited their landing craft in the shallow water 600 yards away. “At that distance they looked like ants,” said Severloh, and he felt no reluctance about what he was doing. But then one young American who had escaped the slaughter came running up the beach during a lull in the fighting, and Severloh picked up his rifle. The round smashed into the GI’s forehead, sending his helmet spinning, and he slumped dead in the sand. At that range, Severloh could see the contorted expression on his face. “It was only then I realized I had been killing people all the time,” he said. “I still dream of that soldier now [in 2004]. I feel sick when I think about it.”


Men will kill under compulsion—men will do almost anything if they know it is expected of them and they are under strong social pressure to comply—but the vast majority of men are not born killers. It may be significant, in this regard, that the U.S. Air Force discovered during World War II that less than 1 percent of its fighter pilots became “aces”—five kills in aerial combat—and that these men accounted for roughly 30 to 40 percent of all enemy aircraft destroyed in the air, while the majority of fighter pilots never shot anybody down. Fighter pilots almost all flew in single-seat aircraft where nobody else could observe closely what they were doing, and as late as World War II they could often see that inside the enemy aircraft was another human being. It may be that the same inhibition that stopped most individual infantrymen from killing their enemies also operated in the air.8 On the whole, however, distance is a sufficient buffer: gunners fire at grid references they cannot see; submarine crews fire torpedoes at “ships” (and not, somehow, at the people in the ships); nowadays pilots launch their missiles from much farther away at “targets.”


I would draw one distinction between being a combat aviator and being someone who is fighting the enemy face-to-face on the ground. In the air environment, it’s very clinical, very clean, and it’s not so personalized. You see an aircraft; you see a target on the ground—you’re not eyeball to eyeball with the sweat and the emotions of combat, and so it doesn’t become so emotional for you and so personalized. And I think it’s easier to do in that sense—you’re not so affected.


Col. Barry Bridger, U.S. Air Force


But for the infantry, the problem of persuading soldiers to kill is now recognized as a centrally important part of the training process. That an infantry company in World War II could wreak such havoc with only about one-seventh of the soldiers willing to use their weapons is a testimony to the lethal effects of modern firepower, but once armies realized what was actually going on, they at once set about to raise the average. Part of the job can be done by weapons training that actually lays down reflex pathways that bypass the moral censor. The long, grassy fields with bullseyes propped up at the end give way to combat simulators with pop-up human silhouettes that stay in sight only briefly: fire instantly and accurately and they drop; hesitate and they disappear in a couple of seconds anyway. But conditioning the reflexes only does half the job; it is also necessary to address the psychological reluctance to kill directly. These days soldiers are taught, very specifically, to kill.


Almost all this work is done in basic training. The reshaping of the recruits’ attitudes toward actual violence begins quite early in the training, with an exercise known as “pugilsticks.” Recruits are matched up in pairs, helmeted and gloved, given heavily padded sticks, and made to fight each other in a style that would certainly cause numerous deaths if not for all the padding. And the rhetoric of the instructor makes it clear what is required of them.


You have got to be very aggressive! Once you’ve got your opponent on the run, that means you go on and strike with that first killing blow. Recruit, you don’t stop there! Just because you made contact that don’t mean you stop. You don’t cut him no slack! Don’t give him room to breathe, stay on top of him … keep pumping that stick. That means there should be nothin’ out here today but a lot of groanin,’ moanin,’ a lot of eyeballs fallin’—a lot of heads rollin’ all over the place.


Later, the recruits spend much of their time practising with the weapons that will really be the tools of their trade: rifles, bayonets (“cut on the dotted line”), grenades, and the like. With those weapons, of course, there is no dividing recruits into teams and letting them behave as they would in real combat. But if you can’t actually blow your enemy up in basic training, you can certainly be encouraged to relish the prospect of his demise, and even the gory manner of it.


Well, first off, what is a mine? A mine is nothing more, privates, than an explosive or chemical substance made to destroy and kill the enemy. … You want to rip his eyeballs out, you want to tear apart his love machine, you want to destroy him, privates, you don’t want to have nothing left of him. You want to send him home in a Glad Bag to his mommy!


Hey, show no mercy to the enemy, they are not going to show it on you. Marines are born and trained killers; you’ve got to prove that every day. Do you understand?


Lecture on the use of mines, Parris Island, 1982


And the recruits grunt loudly with enthusiasm, as they have been taught, although most of them would vomit or faint if they were suddenly confronted with someone whose genitals had been blown off by a mine. Most of the language used in Parris Island to describe the joys of killing people is bloodthirsty but meaningless hyperbole, and the recruits realize that even as they enjoy it. Nevertheless, it does help to desensitize them to the suffering of an “enemy,” and at the same time they are being indoctrinated in the most explicit fashion (as previous generations of soldiers were not) with the notion that their purpose is not just to be brave or to fight well; it is to kill people.


The Vietnam era was, of course, then at its peak, you know, and everybody was motivated more or less towards, you know, the kill thing. We’d run PT in the morning and every time your left foot hit the deck you’d have to chant “Kill, kill, kill, kill.” It was drilled into your mind so much that it seemed like when it actually came down to it, it didn’t bother you, you know? Of course the first one always does, but it seems to get easier—not easier, because it still bothers you with every one that, you know, that you actually kill and you know you’ve killed.


USMC sergeant (Vietnam veteran),1982


[image: ]


“Cut on the dotted line.” USMC 2nd Lt. Garrick Sevilla shows 1st Lt. John Black how to slit a throat. Balikatan 2002 exercise, Philippines.


Most of the recruits have never seen anybody dead (except laid out in a coffin, perhaps) before they arrive at Parris Island, and they still haven’t when they leave. But by then they also half inhabit a dream world in which they have not just seen dead people, but killed them themselves, again and again. And it’s all right to do it, because they’ve been told again and again, by everyone they respect, that the enemy, whoever he may be, is not really a full human being like themselves; it is permissible and praiseworthy to kill him.


The idea of me killing a person when I first came down here just … you know, it was unheard of, you didn’t do that. It was like squirrel hunting without a licence—you didn’t do things like that. But once you came here and they motivated you and just kept you every day constantly thinking about it, and by the time you left here—it’s something you still don’t want to do, but you’ve got it in your mind that you want to do it so bad that you actually go out and do it when you have to. It seemed like it was a lot easier because of the motivation here.


Parris Island graduate, 1968


Sometimes the drill instructors make you feel like you’re going to like it. Like the war—goin’ out and killing people. They psych your mind out for you. … I haven’t done it. I can’t say whether I’d like it or not because I never killed anybody, you know? I’d go out there if I had to, though.


Parris Island graduate, 1982


The training works. “We are reluctant to admit that essentially war is the business of killing,” Marshall wrote in 1947, but it is readily enough admitted now. When Marshall was sent back to make the same kind of investigation during the Korean War in the early 1950s, he found that, with the new training, 50 percent of infantrymen were firing their weapons—and in some perimeter defence crises, almost everybody did.9 By the Vietnam War, with further modifications to the training, around 80 percent of American soldiers were shooting to kill. Indeed, one of the main reasons for the continuing superiority of Western armies when confronting other military forces is not the technological gap in their weaponry (which is sometimes not that great), but the fact that most Western armies now explicitly train their soldiers to be killers and most other armies still do not. This effect is often masked by the fact that Western armies generally fight with overwhelming air and artillery superiority, so that most of the enemy casualties are caused by long-range weapons, but in circumstances like the Falklands War where these factors were much less prominent, the huge disparity in casualties between the British and Argentine forces was presumably due almost entirely to the fact that the British troops were trained by the new methods and the Argentines were not. The most extreme case is the commando units of the Rhodesian army in the 1970s, operating against brave but poorly trained guerrilla forces: they had little by way of artillery or air cover, and they were using basically the same types of personal weapons as the guerrillas but the commandos consistently achieved kill ratios of between thirty-five and fifty to one.10


So what are we to make of the fact that men can so easily be turned into killers? There is the consoling fact that most men are so daunted by the enormity of killing another human being that they avoid it if they possibly can. If armies succeed in tricking them into doing it by modern training methods, moreover, a huge subsequent burden of guilt is laid on those soldiers who did what they were asked: it is now widely suspected that the high rate of combat participation in Vietnam was directly responsible for the extremely high rate of “post-traumatic stress disorder” among American veterans of that war.11


Nevertheless, if the inhibition against killing can be removed in most people by a little routine psychological conditioning, then we still have a lot to worry about. War has been chronic for most of the time since we moved into the mass civilizations around ten thousand years ago. Is it an inevitable part of civilization? And does it, perhaps, go even deeper than that?
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