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There is ful many a man that crieth “Werre! Werre!” that woot ful litel what werre amounteth.

—Geoffrey Chaucer, medieval English poet who was a soldier and prisoner of war in France, in “The Tale of Melibee,”

The Canterbury Tales, c. 1392





INTRODUCTION

I have spent most of my adult life reporting war. By the time it was over, after nearly two decades, I had worked as a correspondent in about a dozen conflicts from Central America to Africa to the Middle East and the Balkans. I spent five years covering the insurgencies in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua. I was there for the first Palestinian uprising, or intifada, in the West Bank and Gaza, and returned to write about the second. I reported on the civil wars in the Sudan and Yemen, the uprisings in Algeria and the Punjab, and the collapse of the communist regimes in East Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Romania. I went on to the Gulf War, the Kurdish rebellion in southeastern Turkey and northern Iraq, the war in Bosnia, and finally to the fighting in Kosovo.

I have been in ambushes on desolate dirt roads in Central America, in firefights in the marshes in southern Iraq between Shiite rebels and Iraqi soldiers, imprisoned in the Sudan, captured and held prisoner for a week by the Iraqi Republican Guard in Basra during the Shiite rebellion following the 1991 Gulf War, strafed by MiG-21s in Bosnia, fired upon by Serb snipers, and pounded with over 1,000 heavy shells a day in Sarajevo. I struggle with the demons all who have been to war must bear. There are days when these burdens seem more than I can handle.

There are few books that describe in raw detail the effects of war, what it does to bodies, to minds and souls. The trauma of war is often too hard for us to digest. We find it easier to believe the myths about war, the exciting call to duty, honor, courage, and glory, those abstract terms that are rendered hollow in combat. This is not to say these qualities do not exist—they do—but they rarely have much place on the battlefield. Modern industrial warfare is largely impersonal. The effects of these powerful weapons and explosives on human bodies are usually not disclosed to the public. The physical and psychological wounds are lifelong crucibles carried by veterans and civilian survivors. These wounds are often unseen. Those who suffer from war’s touch are often left to struggle with the awful scars of war alone or with their families. War, when we understand it, forces us to confront our own capacity for violence, indeed for atrocity. And it is little wonder that most of us prefer to turn away.

“Few of us can hold on to our real selves long enough to discover the momentous truths about ourselves and this whirling earth to which we cling,” wrote J. Glenn Gray, a combat veteran of World War II, in The Warriors: Reflections on Men in Battle. “This is especially true of men in war. The great god Mars tries to blind us when we enter his realm, and when we leave he gives us a generous cup of the waters of Lethe to drink.”

We ennoble war. We turn it into entertainment. And in all this we forget what war is about, what it does to those who wage it and those who suffer from it. We ask those in the military and their families to make sacrifices that color the rest of their lives. Those who hate war the most, I have often found, are veterans who know it.

War, I believe, is an inevitable part of the human condition. I doubt it will ever be eradicated. But it should never be waged lightly or without good cause. The cost is high. Most of those killed, wounded, and left homeless in modern warfare are innocents, families, including children. There are millions of people on this planet who, because of war, have been thrust into a life of want and misery. And their dislocation, along with their loss of dignity and basic human rights, has created legions of the disenfranchised.

The truth about war is hard to confront, especially if we have come to believe the romantic image of war. But the truth will arm us to wage war. It will make us conscious of the sacrifices we demand from those we send to fight. Our young men and women do not deserve to be deceived about the difficulties they must undertake. In a democracy, the voting public must grasp the exacting toll of war. And when we know what it is we face, and the possible consequences, we will be better prepared to cope with the stress, pain, and loss. Those who come back from war will be better able to handle their own trauma. They will understand that they are not alone. Perhaps they will also come to realize that we all need help. We all need each other. War is a cross no one should have to bear alone.

“Give sorrow words,” William Shakespeare wrote, “The grief that does not speak whispers the o’erfraught heart and bids it break.”

The book is a manual on war. There is no rhetoric. There are very few adjectives. It is a book based on research. The core of the research was directed by Cabe Franklin, who worked with Sam Frank and Byrd Schas. Laurie Kelliher, along with some of my other graduate students at Columbia University’s School of Journalism, gave many hours to the effort. The book is also the product of a great deal of reflection by several veterans, especially John Wheeler who graduated from West Point, served in Vietnam, and went on to chair the drive to build the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C. He significantly shaped and molded the book. Paul Woodruff, a philosopher who wrote Reverence: Renewing a Forgotten Virtue and was a military adviser in Vietnam, helped edit the manuscript. The novelist Christian Bauman, who joined the Army after high school and served in Somalia and Haiti, along with Jarrad Shiver, who was a sergeant in the Marine Corps, made sure the concerns and dilemmas of the enlisted men and women were included. Christian wrote The Ice Beneath You, one of the finest books on life in the American army. And we are indebted to three members of the Hughes family, all West Point graduates, who helped us look at the issues that concern women in the military and made sure we thoughtfully asked and answered questions about wounds and warfare. Carolyn Hughes Copenhaver, a former Army captain who served in military intelligence from 1992 to 1997, Captain John R. Hughes, an Army surgeon, and Dr. William F. Hughes, a retired colonel who served three tours in Vietnam, all generously lent their expertise to the work.

We drew up basic questions about war and searched medical, psychological, and military studies for information. We were meticulous about footnotes, fact checking, and sourcing. If anyone wants more on any subject, the footnotes and bibliography show where to find it. We kept the book direct and accessible. And we operated on the assumption that the simplest and most obvious questions in life, and certainly war, often never get asked. The ancient Greek philosopher Heracleitus noted that “men are estranged from what is most familiar and they must seek out what is in itself evident.”

The idea for the book came from the work of Harold Roland Shapiro, a New York lawyer who stumbled on medical studies from World War I during a law case. The medical descriptions, he wrote, rendered “all that I had read and heard previously as being either fiction, isolated reminiscence, vague generalization or deliberate propaganda.”

He began to do research in the New York Academy of Medicine and the Association of the Bar of the City of New York. He published a book called What Every Young Man Should Know About War (Knight Publishers, Inc., 1937) in question-and-answer format. The book was published a year later in London by George Allen and Unwin Ltd. It described war in “dispassionate words” that were “as irrevocable as bullets once they have been issued from the mouth of a machine gun.”

Mr. Shapiro, who hoped to avert another war, distributed his book on the eve of World War II. But when the war started, fearing that it would interfere with recruiting, he pulled the few copies in circulation. The book never appeared in print again.

Lawrence Walsh, who covered the war in Afghanistan, mentioned the book to me while I was on a Nieman Fellowship at Harvard. It was hard to find. Widener Library at Harvard, the second largest in the country, did not have a copy. I had to order it from the Library of Congress.

The book is dated. It deals with bayonet wounds, “trench fever,” and “going over the top.” And it pulls almost exclusively from medical studies. Its focus is on physical wounds, although one sees glimpses of the recognition of the deep psychological cost of war in vague medical references to “anxiety state.” However limited, the concept was brilliant. And Mr. Shapiro, who died in 1985, did his country a great service. I want to thank his son, Dr. Jonathan S. Shapiro, for sharing with me his father’s history and blessing our enterprise.

A lot of work has been done on the physical and psychological effects of war since World War I. Post-traumatic stress disorder, for example, was not officially recognized and named until after the Vietnam War. We now have a much better understanding of what the trauma of war does to us. But the military has also worked hard to make its soldiers more efficient killers. It has employed the tools of science, technology, and psychology to increase the lethal force of combat units. These studies strip away the gloss of military life. There is a method to the military’s madness. And recruits will be better able to cope with what seems like insanity when they understand what it is the military is trying to accomplish.

Finally, there may be some who dislike this book. It is hard to read. But war is hard. And closing our eyes to the reality of war will not make it go away, nor will it make it better. Knowledge does give us power. It allows us to understand what is being done to us. It allows us to prepare ourselves for the hard task of warfare. It makes us cautious and hopefully hesitant about unleashing the dogs of war. Most important, it gives us a greater compassion and insight toward those who return from war. The invisible wounds inflicted on survivors are potent. They can destroy lives, long after the conflict has ended, as effectively as artillery shells.

This book is meant to give a glimpse into war as it is, not as it is usually portrayed by the entertainment industry, the state, and the press. War, however inevitable and necessary, must always be a final resort. It is always tragic. War maims generations. War sends out deadly aftershocks that ripple outward in ways we do not understand. War, the blood-swollen god, asks us to sacrifice our young. Beware of that sacrifice. Fear it.


—Chris Hedges

New York City, April 2003





Chapter 1

WAR 101

What is a war?

War is defined as an active conflict that has claimed more than 1,000 lives.1



Has the world ever been at peace?

Of the past 3,400 years, humans have been entirely at peace for 268 of them, or just 8 percent of recorded history.2



How many people have died in war?

At least 108 million people were killed in wars in the twentieth century. Estimates for the total number killed in wars throughout all of human history range from 150 million to 1 billion. War has several other effects on population, including decreasing the birthrate by taking men away from their wives. The reduced birthrate during World War II is estimated to have caused a population deficit of more than 20 million people.3



How many people around the world serve in the military?

The combined armed forces of the world have 21.3 million people. China has the world’s largest, with 2.4 million. America is second with 1.4 million. India has 1.3 million, North Korea 1 million, and Russia 900,000. Of the world’s 20 largest militaries, 14 are in developing nations.4



How many wars are taking place right now?

At the beginning of 2003 there were 30 wars going on around the world. These included conflicts in Afghanistan, Algeria, Burundi, China, Colombia, the Congo, India, Indonesia, Israel, Iraq, Liberia, Nigeria, Pakistan, Peru, the Philippines, Russia, Somalia, Sudan, and Uganda.5



Is there a genetic reason why we fight?

There is no single “war gene.” Combinations of genes can predispose a person to violence. However, aggression is a product of biology and environment. In America, sources of aggressive dispositions include domestic violence, the portrayal of violence in the media, threats from enemies, and combat training.6



Is war essentially male?

Worldwide, 97 percent of today’s military personnel are male. This is thought to be a reflection of culture and biology. Fifteen percent (204,000) of American military personnel are female.7



Can women fight as effectively as men do?

Yes. While fewer women are “natural killers,” and women are on average smaller than men, there are many women who have the psychological makeup and the physical ability to fight. There are many men without either. Women have shown valor in combat. Dr. Mary Walker won the Medal of Honor during the Civil War.8



Why are civilians so attracted to war?

War is often regarded by observers as honorable and noble. It can be viewed as a contest between nations, a chance to compete and be declared the victor.9



Does the American public support war?

Between 65 and 85 percent of the American public will support a military action when it begins. Vietnam had 64 percent support in 1965. As American casualties mount, support often decreases. The Korean and Vietnam Wars ended with support levels near 30 percent. World War II support levels never fell below 77 percent, despite the prolonged and damaging nature of the conflict. The Gulf War enjoyed similar levels of support.10



How large is the American military?

The active peacetime force of the U.S. armed services includes 1.4 million people, with the Army making up almost 500,000 of that number. The Navy has approximately 380,000 men and women on active duty. The Air Force has approximately 365,000, and the Marines have approximately 175,000. Approximately 1.3 million Americans serve in Reserve and National Guard branches that can be activated in time of war.11



How many Americans have died in wars?

More than 650,000 Americans have been killed in combat. Another 243,000 have died while wars were being fought, due to training accidents, injury, and disease. In the twentieth century, approximately 53,000 Americans were killed in combat in World War I, 291,000 in World War II, 33,000 in the Korean War, 47,000 in Vietnam, and 148 in the Gulf War. Including deaths from disease, accidents, and other factors, each war’s total was much higher: approximately 116,000 died in World War I, 400,000 in World War II, 53,000 in the Korean War, 90,000 in Vietnam, and almost 400 in the Gulf War.12



How deadly is the American military?

It is difficult to measure how many enemy deaths American armed forces have inflicted. Americans and their allies typically cause 10 to 20 times more combat casualties than American forces suffer. Estimates of Iraqi soldiers killed in the Gulf War range from 1,500 to 100,000. The lowest figure would still be 10 times the number of Americans killed in the war. Approximately 850,000 Vietcong died in the Vietnam War, 18 times the 47,000 U.S. dead. More than 600,000 North Korean and 1 million Chinese fighters died in the Korean War, almost 50 times the 33,000 American dead. In World War II, 3,250,000 German and 1,507,000 Japanese soldiers, sailors, and pilots were killed, 16 times the 291,000 American servicemen who were killed.13



How much does it cost the United States to maintain its armed forces?

Since 1975, America has spent between 3 and 6 percent of its gross domestic product on national defense, or approximately 15 to 30 percent of each year’s federal budget. In the first years of the twenty-first century, this meant spending roughly $350 billion per year. In comparison, annual spending for other programs included roughly $15 billion on state and international assistance and $60 billion on education. From 1940 to 1996 (a period that includes several cycles of war and peace, including the arms race of the cold war), America spent $16.23 trillion on the military ($5.82 trillion of that on nuclear weapons), versus $1.70 trillion on health care and $1.24 trillion on international affairs.14



How much does war cost?

The cost of the Gulf War was approximately $76 billion.* Vietnam cost $500 billion; the Korean War, $336 billion; and World War II, almost $3 trillion. Put another way, the Gulf War cost each person in the United States $306; Vietnam, $2,204 per person; Korea, $2,266 per person; and World War II, $20,388 per person. At its outset, estimates for the cost of the Iraqi War were $50 to $140 billion, and an additional $75 to $500 billion for occupation and peacekeeping, or from $444 to $2,274 per person.15



How big is the military industry in the United States?

Besides the 1.4 million active duty personnel, the military employs 627,000 civilians. The defense industry employs another 3 million. In total, the military and its supporting manufacturing base employs 3.5 percent of the U.S. labor force. In 2002, the Department of Defense spent $170.8 billion with military contractors such as Boeing and Lockheed Martin.16



How has the size of the industry changed over time?

The 2003 level of 3.5 percent of the labor force is historically low. In 1987, toward the end of the cold war, defense (including the military) made up 5.7 percent of the U.S. labor market; in 1968, during Vietnam, 9.8 percent; in 1943, during World War II, 39 percent. After World War II, defense employment dropped to 4.5 percent, but jumped back to 11 percent in 1951 with the Korean War and the start of the cold war.17



Does the military industry help make defense spending decisions?

Yes. In 2000, defense lobbying groups spent approximately $60 million. Defense political action committees also contribute roughly $14 million per congressional election cycle. Defense aerospace, defense electronics, and miscellaneous defense are the 31st-, 44th-, and 46th-ranking industries, respectively.18



How many weapons does the U.S. military industry export each year?

In 2001, U.S. arms manufacturers exported $9.7 billion in weapons worldwide. The United Kingdom was second in international exports with $4 billion. In addition, the United States made new sales of $12.1 billion. Russia was second with $5.8 billion. The United States is the world’s largest arms manufacturer, supplying almost half of all the arms sold on the world market.19



What kinds of arms does the United States export?

In 2002, U.S. manufacturers planned to export arms including Cobra and Apache attack helicopters, Black Hawk helicopters, KC-135A Stratotanker air-to-air tanker/transport aircraft, Hellfire and Hellfire II air-to-surface antiarmor missiles, Sidewinder air-to-air missiles, TOW 2A and 2B missiles, M-16 rifles, M-60 machine guns, grenade launchers, MK-82 (500 lb.) and MK-83 (1,000 lb.) bombs, Sentinel radar systems, GBU-12 Paveway series laser-guided bombs, standard assault amphibious personnel vehicles, assault amphibious command vehicles, and CBU-97 sensor fused weapon antitank cluster bombs.20



How many of the weapons U.S. companies export go to developing countries?

Approximately half. From 1994 to 2001, the United States exported $131 billion in arms, with $59 billion going to developing nations. The United States is the leading exporter to developing countries, with Russia and France second and third.21



How do American arms exports affect the American people?

Arms exports are an important source of American jobs and help maintain U.S. military manufacturing capacity. They also have some negative consequences. When American weapons are used in a conflict—for example, by Israel against the Palestinians—America is also blamed for the attacks. U.S. forces regularly find themselves up against sophisticated weaponry of American origin, which is harder to defend against.22



How dangerous is war for civilians?

Very dangerous. Between 1900 and 1990, 43 million soldiers died in wars. During the same period, 62 million civilians were killed. More than 34 million civilians died in World War II. One million died in North Korea. Hundreds of thousands were killed in South Korea, and 200,000 to 400,000 in Vietnam. In the wars of the 1990s, civilian deaths constituted between 75 and 90 percent of all war deaths.23



What is the civilian experience in war?

They are shot, bombed, raped, starved, and driven from their homes. During World War II, 135,000 civilians died in two days in the firebombing of Dresden. A week later, in Pforzheim, Germany, 17,800 people were killed in 22 minutes. In Russia, after the three-year battle of Leningrad, only 600,000 civilians remained in a city that had held a population of 2.5 million. One million were evacuated, 100,000 were conscripted into the Red Army, and 800,000 died. In April 2003, during the Iraqi War, half of the 1.3 million civilians in Basra, Iraq, were trapped for days without food and water in temperatures in excess of 100 degrees.24



How many refugees are there?

In 2001, 40 million people were displaced from their homes because of armed conflict or human rights violations. Refugees have been a concern throughout the twentieth century. Five million Europeans were uprooted from 1919 to 1939. World War II displaced 40 million non-Germans in Europe, and 13 million Germans were expelled from countries in Eastern Europe. Approximately 2.5 million of the 4.4 million people in Bosnia and Herzegovina were driven from their homes during that region’s war in the early 1990s. More than 2 million Rwandans left their country in 1994. In 2001, 200,000 people were driven from Afghanistan to Pakistan. In early 2003, 45,000 Liberians were displaced from their homes.25



What are the consequences of becoming a refugee?

Refugees have very high mortality rates, due primarily to malnutrition and infectious disease. Rwandan refugees in Zaire in 1994 had a death rate 25 to 50 times higher than prewar Rwandans. Iraqi Kurdish refugees in Turkey in 1991 had a death rate 18 times higher than usual.26



How does war affect children?

More than 2 million children were killed in wars during the 1990s. Three times that number were disabled or seriously injured. Twenty million children were displaced from their homes in 2001. Many were forced into prostitution. A large percentage of those will contract AIDS. Children born to mothers who are raped or forced into prostitution often become outcasts.27



How many child soldiers are there?

More than 300,000 worldwide. Soldiers are sometimes recruited at age 10 and younger. The youngest carry heavy packs, or sweep roads with brooms and branches to test for landmines. When children are hostile, the opposing army is more likely to consider every civilian a potential enemy.28



Why do children join armies?

They are often forced to. Some are given alcohol or drugs, or exposed to atrocities, to desensitize them to violence. Some join to help feed or protect their families. Some are offered up by their parents in exchange for protection. Children can be fearless because they lack a clear concept of death.29



How can war affect women?

Women often take on larger economic roles in wartime. They must find ways to compensate for their husband’s military deployment or unemployment. Those in war zones must search for food, water, medicine, and fuel despite shortages. Some women in war zones are forced into prostitution to provide for their family. Famine and stress cause increased still-birth and early infant death. AIDS risk increases for many women in war, from prostitution, husbands who return from military duty with HIV, or rape.30



What is genocide?

Genocide is any number of acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group, according to the United Nations. Others include political and social groups in the definition, making genocide more broadly the annihilation of difference. Genocidal campaigns have become more frequent since World War I. Modern industrial weapons have made mass killings easier to commit.31



How many genocides have occurred since World War I?

Dozens. The most devastating include those in the Soviet Union, where approximately 20 million were killed during Stalin’s Great Terror (1930s); Nazi Germany, where 6 million Jews were killed in concentration camps along with 5 million or more Gypsies, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and other “enemies of the German state” (1937-1945); Cambodia, where 1.7 million of the country’s 7 million people were killed as a result of the actions of the Khmer Rouge (1975-1979); Iraq, where 50,000 Kurds were killed during the ethnic cleansing of Anfal in 1987; Bosnia, where 310,000 Muslims were killed (1992-1995); and Rwanda, where more than 1 million Tutsis and moderate Hutus were slaughtered over ten weeks in 1994.32

*All dollar amounts are in 2002 dollars. Each war’s per-person cost is based on the total U.S. population at the peak of the war.







Chapter 2

ENLISTMENT

How is the U.S. military organized?

The U.S. military is run by the Department of Defense. It oversees the Departments of the Army, Navy, and Air Force, which are responsible for land, sea, and air fighting respectively. The Marine Corps is a branch of the Department of the Navy; it is available for operations on both water and land, such as shoreline fighting. The Marine Corps is also a “force in readiness,” often the first branch to enter a fight. The Coast Guard is part of the military only in wartime; otherwise it is run by the Department of Homeland Security.

Those in the Army are called soldiers; in the Navy, sailors; in the Air Force, airmen; and in the Marine Corps, Marines. All branches have Reserve units, available for deployment in wartime. The Army and Air Force also have National Guards. The branches compete for funding, and have their own training methods, battle strategies, and cultures.1



How is the U.S. military used to fight wars?

The president is the commander in chief of the U.S. military. He gives orders to the secretary of defense, a civilian, who in turn gives orders to the unified combatant commander responsible for the area where the war will be fought. Unified Combatant Command, which commands troops in battle, is not organized by service branch. Each unified commander is responsible for a large part of the world, such as Europe or South America, or a broad area of expertise, such as transportation or strategy.

The Army, Navy, and Air Force each have a civilian secretary and a military chief of staff. The highest military office in the Marines is commandant. The four top military leaders make up the Office of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, which also includes a chairman and vice chairman, who may come from any branch. These six officers advise the president on military affairs, but have no command power.2



Why do most people join the military?

Most people join the U.S. armed services to fund their education (33 percent of men, 33 percent of women in 1998) or for job training (34 percent, 31 percent).3



What is the average recruit like?

Of the more than 100,000 men and women who joined the Army in 2002, 8 percent had prior military service. About 80 percent were men. About 65 percent were white, 18 percent black, 13 percent Hispanic, and 5 percent other races, including Asian and Pacific Islander. The average age was 21.1 years, with 12.1 years of education. Eighty-four percent were single.4



What is the purpose of military training and discipline?

The training goal is to develop a combat-ready force that is physically and psychologically prepared to fight and survive. Training and discipline make it easier for you to engage in combat and kill. You will be far more willing and able to kill when a strong, respected leader commands you to, and when a group of soldiers with whom you have close bonds are also fighting and killing beside you. That is why the military emphasizes leadership, discipline, and strong bonds within your unit.5



What will happen to me at boot camp?

The military will exert total control over your life. You will be stripped of the things that marked you as a civilian. You will get a standard military haircut and a uniform to reduce individuality and build unit identity. You may be insulted and forced to fail in order to break down your pride and capacity to resist authority. You may be made to do tasks at which you are unskilled, and punished when you fail at them. You will live communally, without privacy or luxury, and participate in activities collectively with your platoon. You will undergo constant strenuous physical and psychological conditioning. Aggressiveness will be emphasized. You will be rewarded for success at a few military tasks. A hierarchy will form based on your relative success rates. You will be required to rely on your teammates to succeed.

After basic training and advanced training you will be expected to operate without supervision. You will learn to use weapons and train for combat. You will get in shape to meet fitness standards. You will learn teamwork, military values, and history. You will be expected to operate under stress. At the end of basic training, you will be tested with an extended field exercise. Upon completing it, you will attend a graduation ceremony.6



Will I be injured during basic training?

You may strain a muscle or receive a repetitive stress injury like a stress fracture. In one eight-week study of basic training, 380 out of a class of 1,357 recruits suffered an injury.7



How much will I have to march?

It depends on your branch of the military. If you are in the Army, for the first two weeks, you will march three miles per day with your helmet and weapon. Weeks three through five, you will march between four and five miles per day with helmet, weapon, and a 10-pound rucksack. Weeks six through eight, you will march six miles per day with helmet, weapon, and a 20-pound rucksack.8



Will I be hazed?

Recruits are frequently humiliated. They are made to carry out demeaning tasks. All four service branches have put regulations in place restricting abuse toward recruits.9



How many recruits wash out of basic training?

In 2001, 12 percent of Marine Corps recruits dropped out, as did 14 percent in the Army and Navy, and 7 percent in the Air Force.10



Why do most recruits wash out?

For medical reasons, including injuries and previously undisclosed physical or mental conditions.11



How does the military condition me to fight and kill?

It will prepare you for combat through constant target practice and combat simulations that include using human-shaped targets.12



What if I am asked to do something I consider immoral?

The military will condition you to act based on your orders, not on your conscience. However, if you believe an order to be unlawful, you must refuse to carry it out.13



What factors would make me ineligible to enlist?

If you are under age 17, over 35, are not a U.S. citizen or a lawful permanent resident, have a felony conviction, are married and have more than two dependent children under age 18, are unmarried and have any dependent children, or score below the tenth percentile on the Armed Forces Qualification Test, you are ineligible for military service. You can apply for a waiver.14



What medical defects will keep me out of the military?

Anything that renders you physically unable to serve. Some specific ailments include contagious diseases, chronic diarrhea, hepatitis, anemia, diabetes, night blindness, male body fat of more than 24 percent for ages 17 to 20 or more than 26 percent for ages 21 to 27, female body fat of more than 30 percent for ages 17 to 20 or more than 32 percent for ages 21 to 27, asthma, epilepsy, sleepwalking, herpes, color blindness, narcolepsy, arthritis, exhibitionism, voyeurism, psychotic disorders, anxiety attacks, suicidal tendencies, eating disorders, and stuttering. Also, braces and other orthodonture except retainers, frequent encounters with law enforcement, and inappropriate tattoos, such as any on your face.15



How have people avoided military service in the past?

During the Vietnam War, 5,276,000 men were granted physical, mental, psychiatric, or moral exemptions, versus 2,215,000 who were drafted and served in the military. The most common techniques of dodging the draft in the Vietnam War were: having a sympathetic doctor write a letter on your behalf listing allergies, drug addictions, and personality disorders; losing or gaining an extreme amount of weight; getting every question on the intelligence test wrong; inhaling enough dust to give yourself an asthma attack; getting braces; depriving yourself of sleep for days; borrowing thick glasses and faking poor vision; listening to loud sounds to damage your hearing; claiming homosexuality; coming to your examination intoxicated; chopping off a thumb joint; staring at the sun to partially blind yourself; pinpricking your arms to fake heroin needle scars; shooting yourself in the foot. Many Vietnam-era deferments and exemptions were granted to conscientious objectors (171,700), students (371,000), ministers (48,000), teachers, engineers, and farmers (435,000), as well as others who were married, had a child, or otherwise qualified for a hardship deferment (2,420,000). Of the 209,517 who were accused of criminally evading the draft, 4,000 went to prison and 4,750 were given probation.16



Can I sign up for a job that will keep me out of combat?

No. Every job in the military carries the possibility of being sent to the front lines. When you enlist, you will take an aptitude test. Once it has been determined what jobs you are best suited for, you may be given your choice between them. Even if you choose an administrative or logistics position, you will still be given combat training. If you are needed, you will be deployed to a combat zone, where you will be expected to kill enemy soldiers (unless you are a medic or a chaplain) and to protect your comrades’ lives in battle.17



What are the most dangerous military jobs?

Infantry positions in the Army and Marines. These are the units that directly engage the enemy in ground combat. Though they only account for 10 to 30 percent of the troops in a war, infantry can suffer as many as 80 percent of the casualties. John Ellis writes in The Sharp End: The Fighting Man in World War II that “In Tunisia, the infantry, armor, and field artillery, between a quarter and a third of the total Army strength, accounted for 80.2 percent of the total casualties. In northwest Europe, it has been estimated, these formations sustained 81 percent of the total battle casualties. The infantry, as usual, were particularly hard hit. Though they represented only 20.5 percent of the total Army strength, they accounted for 66.7 percent of the total battle casualties. Armored divisions made up another 10.6 percent and airborne units 3.7 percent.” You are roughly ten times more likely to die in an infantry position than you are in a non-infantry role.18



What qualities does the military look for in those who join elite units?

To volunteer for Army Special Forces, you must be male, be a high school graduate or have a GED, achieve minimum scores on intelligence and physical tests, be able to swim 50 meters in full uniform, have parachute training, and qualify for security clearance. To volunteer for Navy SEALs, you must pass a physical and an intelligence test, be a male between 18 and 28, have little or no history of criminal behavior, and volunteer for diving duty. Traditionally, it has been impossible to enlist directly in special operations forces. Applicants must have risen to a certain rank in their service branch before they can be considered. Other attributes for evaluating candidate suitability include motivation, trustworthiness, accountability, maturity, stability, judgment, decisiveness, and teamwork.19



Why is it hard to join elite units?

Early 1960s research into special forces by the U.S. Army Personnel Research Office identified eight basic conditions that challenge the special forces officer: extreme fatigue, the necessity of performing in an unstructured situation, conflict situations, the need to accept training as real combat, performance with no knowledge of personal progress, inability to leave the course voluntarily, the necessity for teamwork, and the need to observe and retain certain military information. The research also identified 10 reactions that appeared to have potential for differentiating the poor from the adequate fighter: malingering, lack of social responsibility, an attitude of martyrdom, unauthorized withdrawal, hostility, fear of injury, uneasiness with the unknown, psychotic-like reactions, failure to assume the combat role, and inability to follow instructions.20



How hard is it to join an elite unit?

Because of more rigorous prescreening, approximately half of today’s special forces candidates make it through assessment and selection, while only 29 percent did in the past. If you meet the special forces prerequisites you will have to complete lengthy, multiphase training. In the first phase, assessment and selection, you will be placed under extreme levels of physical and mental stress, and deprived of sleep, food, and water. In later phases, you will have to learn skills such as survival, navigation, tactics, a foreign language, and an occupational skill such as leadership, weapons, engineering, medicine, or communications.

Prospective Navy SEALs are subjected to intense pain and suffering. Ranger School, for Army Rangers, is strenuous and stressful, allowing its soldiers so little sleep that they may hallucinate. Many soldiers lose twenty pounds in sixty days.21



What is the median income of those who enlist?

The average new recruit receives about $13,000 in base pay in the first year. Taking into account food and housing allowances, as well as the tax advantages of military service, the “regular military compensation” of the average new recruit is approximately $24,000 per year. The median military household income in 2001 was $33,226. Salary growth is slower in the military than for the average civilian male with some college education.22
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