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PREFACE
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Not for nothing did Napoleon say, “Give me enough medals and crimson ribbon and I will conquer the world.”1 Soldiers fight for a variety of reasons: a sense of patriotic duty, the lure of financial gain, or the desire for honor and glory. Some want a bit more than what life has to offer. Others feel that war is their destiny; they can see the writing on the wall and know they must be part of it.

The prospect of war has for millennia lured men into military service, and the field of military history with its subfields of social and political history continues to fascinate the general populace, as evidenced by the great number of books that have been written and published, for example, about the Civil War, World War I and II, Korea, Vietnam, and, more recently, Iraq and Afghanistan. The movie industry, the Military History Channel, historical societies, and the news media, in which war and politics are discussed on a daily basis, further fuel popular interest in the subject. War volunteering, however, is an aspect of military history that has received surprisingly little academic attention among military, social, and political scholars and critics.2

It has been said that wars are fought for God (and country), gold (power and wealth), and glory (honor and heroism). Beneath these identifiers are several subcategories that explain the reasons why governments send troops to war, and why men and increasingly more women voluntarily enlist in the armed forces and fight for their country (or for somebody else’s). This book sheds light on those individuals who commit their lives to armed service for reasons related to patriotism, financial gain, adventure, and heroism. Although the focus is the armed forces of the United States and the staffing of the military since the birth of our nation, the recruitment practices of other countries are also explored from ancient to modern day to illustrate the continuity that runs through thousands of years of world history. Note that all years that appear in the text are Common Era unless otherwise stated.

Although the author has attempted to follow a chronological order of events in each chapter, to achieve greater clarity it has at times been necessary to group events together with respect to country or region. Moreover, since topics such as patriotism and family tradition, for example, or desire for elite status and adventurism tend to go together, a strict separation of the finer points has likewise proved impossible to adhere to. Some overlap of events and topics should therefore be expected.

For her research the author has relied on stories of soldiers enlisting in the armed forces and going to war; documentaries detailing the recruitment process and battlefield experience; journal articles; conference presentations; studies conducted by universities and scholars, ministries of foreign affairs, and entities such as the Strategic Studies Institute; as well as a number of secondary sources such as articles and books. This study is far from exhaustive, yet the hope is that in the pages allotted it will clarify a rather complex subject that deserves a place in the broader field of military and social history.
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“I have always been a soldier. I have known no other life. The calling of arms, I have followed from boyhood. I have never sought another . . . I have never feared anything, save the mischance that would prevent me from fulfilling my destiny . . . I can feel it [war], it calls me.”1
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Steven Pressfield’s rendition of Alexander the Great’s realization that nothing mattered as he stood before the Range of Perpetual Snows contemplating his next move on his historical journey of conquest, “not weapons or tactics, philosophy or patriotism, nor fear of the gods themselves,” except for “the love of glory,” is revealing of man’s quest for immortality at the prime of his life. This account of an event that transpired more than two millennia ago does not differ a great deal from the stories that soldiers of our own time tell about their desires to lead men into battle, “banners fluttering and swords valiantly raised.”2

Soldiers fight for a variety of reasons, such as a sense of patriotic duty. In 1801 Stephen Decatur, the son of a famous naval captain of America’s Revolutionary War, sailed for the Mediterranean in search of glory and adventure. He found both during his conflicts with the Barbary States and upon his return was celebrated as a military hero. He is remembered for coining the phrase, “My country, right or wrong.” Some say that he helped “forge a new nation out of thirteen former colonies” by kindling “the flames of patriotism.”3 But acts of loyalty are largely based on the belief in a personal stake in the institution of war. The conflicts with the Barbary States and privateering—the government authorization of a private ship to attack and seize the cargo of another country’s ship—in waters closer to home were activities undertaken primarily with economic and trade interests in mind.4

Patriotism has traditionally been understood to mean a willingness to sacrifice for one’s country and fully supporting one’s government in time of war. The Germans in World War II were undoubtedly patriotic, as evidenced by their nearly unflinching support of Adolf Hitler in his search for Lebensraum (living space) in the east. But several unfolding and interlocking events complicated Operation Barbarossa, Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941. The German leadership had underestimated Soviet endurance and readiness to sacrifice, and German intelligence proved faulty in its estimation that Stalin lacked the reserves necessary to raise new forces for the Red Army. The Soviet leaders and their soldiers provided stubborn resistance, while enjoying the advantages of the proximity to resources for sustaining their efforts. Poor weather further aggravated the German advance. Germany’s overextension into Soviet territory can also be contrasted with the Soviet Union’s temporary concentration of power at a few critical points.5 The failure of Operation Barbarossa eventually aided the Allied victory over Nazi Germany, notwithstanding the patriotism of the German people.

Three decades later an American fighter pilot remembers the excitement as he left for the war in Vietnam, “heading for the jungles of Southeast Asia to stem the sweeping red tide of monolithic communism that was sure to engulf nation after nation in the third world . . . Better to fight them over there,” he was told, “than on the streets of San Francisco.”6 But unable to produce a viable strategy in Vietnam particularly prior to 1968, the United States relied on a piecemeal commitment of forces. More importantly, the American public was not prepared to fight a war of long duration with no tangible end in sight. Giving the South Vietnamese the main burden of the war, while keeping the military commitment low enough that it could be terminated at any time, would assure no major negative consequences for the United States, it was reasoned. But the South Vietnamese proved unstable and unable to act effectively, simultaneously as the North Vietnamese thought no sacrifice too great in their strife for sovereignty. Bui Tin, a North Vietnamese colonel who was loyal to Ho Chi Minh but later defected to France, stated, “When we embarked on the struggle for our independence of course nobody realized it would result in more than thirty years of war which would have widespread effects on every Vietnamese family without exception. But people endured and held firm in the belief that independence and freedom were more precious than anything else and that once they were achieved, everything else would follow.”7 From the perspective of the Vietnamese communists, patriotism allowed them to win the war.

These examples demonstrate that the end result of a war neither depends solely on a willingness to support one’s government, nor on strategy or equipment or the composition of the forces. Whether a country operates under the status of aggressor or defender can further affect the people’s sense of patriotic duty. The Vietnam War, in which the United States supported South Vietnam against the North Vietnamese communists from a position of the strategic offensive, proved unpopular with the American people. A greater degree of patriotism was displayed in the traditional sense when the United States entered World War II from a position of the strategic defensive following Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor. Likewise, although a few American war protesters walked the streets of New York City after Osama bin Laden’s attack on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in 2001, the American people at large favored the U.S. bombing of Afghanistan from a position of the strategic defensive.8

Herodotus, the great Greek historian of the Greco-Persian Wars of the fifth century BCE, believed that “revenge [sometimes divine], kinship, and obligation were key motivating forces” that assisted men in their decisions to go to war.9 But the idea that man’s enthusiasm for military service is based on a love of country or a hatred of the enemy can prove misleading. Service in the armed forces is also a popular choice for men afflicted by poverty. “Indeed, ‘marginalized’ socioeconomic areas have traditionally provided disproportionate numbers of recruits for all conflicts, including quite modern wars.”10 The inequities of the Selective Service System have allowed well-to-do college students to escape the draft. The Vietnam War was fought largely by working-class or rural youth draftees, many of whom never finished high school.11

The effect a man’s financial situation has on the likelihood that he will enter military service does not apply only to North America, but was evident long before the war in Southeast Asia. In the Viking Age (c. 793-1066), for example, sailing opened the way to adventure. Some Norsemen saw it as an opportunity to follow their dreams and escape the boredom of everyday life; others viewed it as a necessity when the population had grown too large for the land to support. Still others sailed as a result of being excluded from their family’s inheritance. If a Viking man had older siblings, not much would be left for him at home in terms of inheritance. Piracy was a good alternative and could be used as a possible get-rich-quick scheme. No matter how one viewed it, sailing in the Viking Age gave a man better opportunities to improve his lot in life.12

In mid-nineteenth century America economic factors often proved foremost in a man’s decision to enlist. “Laborers who lost their jobs during economic depressions sometimes turned to the army in desperation, while immigrants were frequently destitute when they arrived at a seaport city.”13 The Soviet Union experienced similar concerns at the outbreak of World War II, when “one of the best routes to a richer life, at least for those of humble origin, was military service.”14 By contrast, men of wealth and status have historically been exempt from military service in most countries of the world, choosing instead to fulfill their duty to the state by paying a substitute to take their place. As late as the 1890s, Sweden granted a conscript the option to hire a mercenary in his stead, as long as the mercenary was between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-seven. If he had prior military experience, the maximum age was forty. This option did not really prove helpful for calming the discontent among the commoners, because only the financially established elite could afford the hired mercenary.15

The United States resorted to similar enlistment strategies. During the conscription efforts in World War I, the complex quota system that the War Department employed resulted in that an estimated 500,000 of the volunteers “could be counted as substitutes for potential draftees.”16 The prospect of financial gain has also lured those from slightly more favorable economic backgrounds into military service. In the summer of 2007 the U.S. Army offered a twenty thousand dollar “Quick Shipper” enlistment bonus to those willing to answer the army’s call to duty and ship out for training within thirty days, with possible service in Iraq or Afghanistan. Nineteen year old Willard McCormick admitted that he was bored with life on his family’s South Carolina horse farm, and that the commitment to join the military got a whole lot easier in light of the twenty thousand dollar bonus. Although not necessary for survival in this case, the financial incentive helped solidify the decision.17

In addition to offering recruits financial incentives, such as cash bonuses and the promise of a college education, countries in most parts of the world have relied on mercenary soldiers for centuries, and continue to do so today. The mercenary finds it difficult to turn down an opportunity to make more money in one month than he can hope to make in a full year in a civilian job.18 The use of mercenaries can also lead to “a swelling of armed strength. A wealthy state [can] raise a professional force larger than any citizen army and of equal or superior quality.”19 In 2006 Britain employed “an estimated twenty-one thousand mercenaries working for British firms in Iraq, compared to seventy-two hundred active duty British troops.”20 With respect to American involvement in the Middle East in 2007, “according to Central Command, 137,000 private contractors are working in Iraq under Defense Department contracts.” This mercenary force is larger than the number of troops employed by the U.S. Armed Forces.21

Mercenary service has historically allowed men to alleviate both poverty and hunger. Unlike regular volunteer or conscripted armies, mercenaries do not fight from a sense of patriotic duty. While some mercenaries simply see themselves as soldiers, they have historically been motivated by their personal acquisitions, mostly in the form of money and not in what they can do for the state. If the enemy offers more pay or better conditions, a mercenary might switch sides in the midst of a war. Some countries, such as Egypt, have historically left “distasteful activities like fighting” to foreigners. Although these foreigners were skilled at the profession of fighting wars, “the great mass of them had no heartfelt loyalty to the state.”22 To build up their budgets, some of the weaker states in the 1700s also hired out their militaries to fight other countries’ wars.23 In the twenty-first century the private military firm Blackwater USA served the United States in a number of civilian catastrophes and military conflicts ranging from Hurricane Katrina to Iraq, and also operated for the purpose of meeting “emergent or existing security requirements for client needs overseas.” Its new division, Greystone Limited, draws its recruits from “the Philippines, Chile, Nepal, Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Honduras, Panama, and Peru.”24

While the ideals of patriotic duty and good pay are reasons why men and women willingly risk life and limb for their country (or for somebody else’s), the intangible benefits of personal enrichment, adventure, or simply escape from a life that seems dull and insignificant, are strong persuading incentives and fundamental reasons why young men join the army.25 As stated so eloquently by Carl von Clausewitz, an early nineteenth century Prussian soldier and military theorist who dedicated his life to the study of warfare, in a letter he wrote to his fiancée, Countess Marie von Brühl: “In whichever way I might like to relate my life to the rest of the world, my way takes me always across a great battlefield; unless I enter upon it, no permanent happiness can be mine.”26

Young men and women have their heroes and their dreams. Many desire to tread a new path. By the early 1870s, as soon as the idea of social prestige overcame the exhaustion left by the American Civil War, military service appeared again as an attraction that invited men of physical fitness and discipline to prove their courage in the face of enemy threat.27 The desire to go to war was also evident in the American population prior to Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor in World War II. Young American pilots volunteered for military service in Britain’s Royal Air Force (RAF), which was desperate for pilots in light of America’s neutrality declaration. The RAF’s biggest problem was to find replacements for the hundreds of pilots killed or wounded in battle. Word of Britain’s needs spread at American airports that served as hangouts for jobless pilots, and Britain welcomed the Yanks with open arms. Most of these pilots were obsessed with flying. They had wanted to fly since early childhood when daredevil air shows had fueled their dreams of speed and adventure. They went to RAF recruiting offices set up at American hotels, trained for three months at American bases, and then took a train to Canada to board a ship bound for England to avoid violating the neutrality laws of the United States, all for the prospect of flying Hurricanes.28 Some of these men saw it as an opportunity of a lifetime. Action movies also inspired adventurous young men to join the military and live out their ambitions of fighting Hitler in his backyard instead of their own.29

Across the ocean in World War II Germany, “Nazism and the military tended to idealize battle as the most supreme test of the individual, and to view the comradeship in arms of the soldiers . . . as the perfect model for social organization.”30 Russian children, too, were taught that military service involved carrying “the banner of the revolution” in honor of their fallen heroes. Military service led to adventure; it was a privilege bestowed on the elite. “Such lessons motivated certain kinds of youth to train for war, whatever happened later on the battlefield.”31

Many men perceive war as an individual journey. In their hearts they are not serving their country but appear on the field of battle for the sake of personal enrichment. A longing for the excitement of a risky undertaking, a desire to live out a dream that “mischance” would otherwise prevent them from fulfilling, or an escape from the grind of everyday life, are powerful forces that compel young men and women to pay the recruiter a visit. The French Foreign Legion is notorious for attracting men who long for a military life, but have the misfortune of growing up in a country that does not offer military service with the prospect of going to war (neutral Sweden, for example). Bill Parris, who served the British Royal Air Force in the 1980s, recalls how his decision to leave Britain and join the French Foreign Legion involved “an element of running away from intolerable pressures at home and something more: hopelessness.”32Some men, after fulfilling a career in the armed forces, cannot leave soldiering behind. An ex-Navy SEAL admits how peacetime service and retirement from professional fighting made him feel robbed of his chance for glory: You are “stuck in the ennui of everyday existence . . . [and] it’s tough.”33Italian soldiers serving in Somalia and Albania admitted to having entered military service “more for the desire to have a meaningful personal experience than out of either nationalism or an occupations incentive.”34

Fully aware of the forces acting in the minds of young men and women, the recruiter constructs his or her campaign to allow the prospective recruit to imagine a membership in an elite society. “They’ll teach you to jump out of planes,” he will say. And, “Sure, you can still be a sniper if you want to be an officer.”35 He sells a dream, not a product: In “Army Strong” you will gain “physical and emotional strength, as well as strength of character and purpose.”36 The meaning of “Duty, Honor, Country”—the motto of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point since 1898—has all but disappeared from recruiting campaigns since the Richard Nixon administration’s decision to abolish the draft in 1973 and revamp the military into an all-volunteer force.37 The recruitment efforts of a mostly peacetime army promise instead plenty of opportunity for the individual: “money for college, marketable skills, achievement, adventure, personal transformation . . .”38

The promise of honor and heroism can help a man conquer the world. There is after all “no cost to imagining glory” until “the actual moment of confrontation.”39 Alexander the Great understood it. So did Julius Caesar when he said that it is “better to be slain in battle than not to recover [our] ancient glory in war.” Although a seemingly unpleasant personality to both friend and foe, Caesar acknowledged his lieutenants by calling them by name—Quintus Pedius, Lucius Aurunculeius Cotta, and Titus Labienus—and motivated the troops by proposing “a reward for those who should first scale the walls.”40 A millennium and a half later Florentine statesman and political philosopher Niccolò Machiavelli recognized the power that came with the promise of glory. In Machiavelli’s famous political piece, The Art of War, nobleman Fabrizio Colonna of the Italian condottieri (leaders of the mercenary army) suggests that military training ought to be a pleasant pastime among the young, “for where, on holidays they remain basely indolent in their hangouts, they would now attend these exercises with pleasure, for the drawing of arm, as it is a beautiful spectacle, is thus delightful to the young men.”41 Later, in World War II Russia, the promise of heroism and adventure likewise lured young adults into military service, where they were acquainted with weapons and drill.42

Such promises may seem absurd when reality strikes and the dreams of long ago are buried in the deep recesses of the young soldier’s memory. During the Russo-Finnish Winter War of 1939-1940, students, farmers, industrial and construction workers, and independent businessmen from neutral Sweden signed up for the Volunteer Corps to help their Finnish neighbors.43 Naturally some rotten apples ended up in the volunteer forces; for example, criminals looking for a way to escape the law. Others volunteered for no other reason than because they believed that the Finns might be in need of someone “who could care for the horses.”44 Many had an adventurous spirit, however. Two young men mutually promised each other to fight also in the Continuation War, the second war fought between Finland and the Soviet Union during World War II. They later admitted that nobody in his right mind would make such a promise absent a longing for adventure.45 One volunteer from the Swedish island of Gotland noted in hindsight that it was the madness of youth that drove him to volunteer, and he would not do it again.46

While some men, “by design or good luck, [choose] soldiering as a way of life and [find] their minds enlarged by it,”47 others feel misled by army advertising that promises an education and a job and instead sends them to war.48 Philip Caputo who “grew up in the comfortable white suburbs of 1960s Chicago . . . felt smothered by comfort and wanted more from life than the suburbs could provide . . . He volunteered for Vietnam, where he became steadily disillusioned and an opponent of the war.”49

In the end the commander “may lead his army only where it wants to go.” The military commander must earn the trust of his subordinates. He does not rule the army; the army rules him. “He must feed its [the army’s] appetite for novelty and adventure, keep it fit and confident . . . discipline it, coddle it, reward it.”50 Desertion was always a possibility for men who found army life intolerable. In the early 1570s the yearly peacetime desertion rate of about ten percent in the army of Flanders more than tripled once hostilities broke out.51 Of the more than eleven thousand military personnel detained near the Stalingrad front between October and December 1942, more than a thousand “turned out to be deserters or former Red Army men now working for the enemy.”52 The American Civil War saw huge numbers of deserters on both sides of the conflict, and in contemporary times, by 2004 more than 5,500 American servicemen had deserted to Canada and various European countries since the war started in Iraq.53 According to one U.S. Marine, “After I joined the Corps, a very smart Captain told me ‘no one joins the Corps for what it IS, they join for what they THINK it is, and once you realize what the Corps actually IS, you either get out or continue to serve the reality.’ I chose to continue and while I haven’t planted a flag or rode into the sunset, I have met Marines who HAVE done both.”54

This book examines the history of military service and man’s search for power, wealth, and adventure. In the words of British historian and philosopher Sir Herbert Butterfield, battle is about the behavior of men, “their sense of honor and the achievement of some aim over which other men are ready to kill them. The study of battle is therefore always a study of fear and usually of courage, usually also of faith and sometimes vision.”55 Those who answered the call to war, did they find the challenge they were seeking? Did they get what they were promised?
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Part I

I Hear My Country Call Me

––––––––
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Patriotism is a powerful force that compels men and women to give full support to their government in time of war. But patriotism and loyalty are largely based on the belief that one has a personal stake in the outcome. This part examines men and women who made war their prime call of duty for real or perceived patriotic reasons; commoners enlisting voluntarily as a matter of family tradition or kinship obligation; and others serving to avenge a wrong, or because of social and political pressures.
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1. PATRIOTISM
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“Patriots always talk of dying for their country, but never of killing for their country.”1




—Bertrand Russell (1872-1970), British philosopher, mathematician, and social critic
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In his farewell speech of 1989 President Ronald Reagan asked us to remember the resurgence of national pride he called the “New Patriotism.” Patriotism and love of country, he said, are closely related to our national memory and have given our nation’s history a deeper meaning. Popular culture such as movies and TV have “celebrated democratic values and implicitly reinforced the idea that America was special.”2 Although it was the Reagan administration that led to the subsequent end of America’s Cold War with the Soviet Union, and one of Reagan’s most famous statements is indeed, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall,” several scholars of politics have claimed that it was also Reagan who escalated the Cold War by building up the U.S. Armed Forces and straining relations with the Soviet Union. It was Reagan who attempted to explain why “we in the West must resist Soviet expansion [and] maintain defenses of unassailable strength.”3 One popular view is that Ronald Reagan was a warmonger who believed that America—the whole free world, in fact—was in true and imminent danger of losing that freedom.4 To remain special and a leader in the world, the patriotic thing to do for the United States was to intervene in international politics.

The protection of our democratic values in the name of patriotism may have roots in our nation’s brief but violent history. The diary of Johann von Ewald, a Hessian infantry officer from the Germanic regiments who fought for the English in America’s Revolutionary War, offers a touching eye-opener for those desiring to experience the American triumph through the viewpoint of the opposition, particularly with respect to “Liberty and Independence” for which the Americans were willing to “have their arms and legs smashed.”5 The poverty of the American troops proved severe at the conclusion of the Revolutionary War. As observed by Ewald, “He who could not purchase a new coat wore his old one until it fell off his body in pieces,” and “officers who marched without shoes . . . did everything that was possible to live in this world as free men.”6 Other foreign observers marveled at the Continental Army’s willing service and ability to endure continuous hardship. Baron von Closen of the French army exclaimed, “I admire the American troops tremendously! It is incredible that soldiers composed of men of every age, even children of fifteen, of whites and blacks, almost naked, unpaid, and rather poorly fed, can march so well and withstand fire so steadfastly.”7

Although the prolonged privations of the Revolutionary War would cause many soldiers to desert, the overwhelming desire for a better life for themselves and their offspring caused desertion rates to decrease as the war progressed.8 At the height of the Civil War a century later, when more Americans died than in any other conflict including World War I and II combined, the focus shifted to ideological concerns rather than survival. The unification of the nation and the furthering of economic interests lay at the heart of the war. The technological revolution had made slave labor an economic burden. Simply put it proved too costly to maintain slaves when machines could do the work.

At the conclusion of the Civil War the United States underwent a rapid demobilization of forces. The country reevaluated its military needs to determine how to protect a territory that was much too large to be fully patrolled.9 While “the Navy Department revived its prewar system of distant patrols,” the immediate concerns were policing the South during the Reconstruction period, pushing the frontier, and controlling the Native Americans. When the frontier officially closed in 1890, the armed forces began focusing on the expansion of commerce. The nation’s welfare depended on the promotion of the economy, and a new “frontier” was sought for the purpose of controlling commercial rather than territorial interests. America exercised its military might in the Philippines, the Caribbean, and Central America. The navy was expanded and modernized so that it could capably protect overseas interests and engage and destroy enemy fleets in midocean.10

With the official closing of the frontier America was finally free to look at imperial and commercial developments in Europe and Asia, and considered taking a similar path there. The so-called Open Door committed the United States to the preservation of free trade with China. Although trade with China accounted for only 1 percent of U.S. foreign trade, the value of American exports promised to grow. But it required that “the Europeans and Japanese did not bar the way.”11 America thus got caught up in the imperialist game and the potential threat coming from Japan, who was beginning to emerge as an independent naval power in the Western Pacific. However, as noted by strategic studies scholar Eliot Cohen:


The mentality of an imperial army is, of necessity, utterly different from that of a mass army. The former is composed of soldiers; the latter crusaders. The former accepts ambiguous objectives, interminable commitments and chronic skirmishes as a fact of life; the latter wants a definable mission, a plan for victory and decisive battles. In the imperial army the trooper finds fulfillment in the soldier’s life; in the mass army in the belief that he exists to “fight and win America’s wars.”12



Views would no doubt conflict with respect to the factors that constituted the imperial versus the mass army. One might also ask: What were those American wars that the army wanted to fight, and how would they be won?

The acquisition of the Philippines, the control of the Panama Canal, and the policing actions in the Caribbean demonstrated commercial concerns. Although the Spanish-American War of 1898 was said to have come about as a result of America wanting to “free the Cubans from the yoke of Spanish oppression,”13 and some humanitarian issues may have affected American thinking, at the heart of the conflict was the protection of economic interests. America believed that the Spanish conflict in Cuba would interfere with trade, and that a free Cuba would offer better trade opportunities. Moreover, had America not opted for control of the Philippines, the colonial race might have “locked America out of the Asian market.”14

In the early twentieth century, American involvement in revolutionary Nicaragua was both military and financial in nature. It was argued that the United States sought primarily strategic objectives for the protection of the Panama Canal; however, American businessmen also had interests in the area. For example, the “Wall Street banks Brown Brothers and J. & W. Seligman took control of both the railroad and national bank of Nicaragua.”15 With respect to the Caribbean, the State and Naval departments “feared that a European power would establish a base in Haiti that would threaten U.S. preeminence” in the area, especially since a flourishing German merchant community controlled 80 percent of foreign trade.16 The part of the American business community that had investments in Cuba likewise favored intervention in the area.17

With the approach of World War I, President Woodrow Wilson was hesitant to commit the nation to war. The United States struggled unsuccessfully to maintain its neutrality policy, in part because France and England needed to purchase American materials “with loans and credits underwritten by American banks.”18 But even those who opposed aiding the Allies generally supported the advancement of a bigger fleet because of its value in protecting foreign trade after the war.19 American economy thus became tied to Anglo-French success. But since none of the European belligerents had posed a direct threat to the existence of the United States, American entry into World War I was not based on survival but on the propagation of ideals, as further demonstrated by the slogan, “Making the World Safe for Democracy,” adopted from President Woodrow Wilson’s speech of April 2, 1917:


The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be planted upon the tested foundations of political liberty. We have no selfish ends to serve. We desire no conquest, no dominion. We seek no indemnities for ourselves, no material compensation for the sacrifices we shall freely make. We are but one of the champions of the rights of mankind. We shall be satisfied when those rights have been made as secure as the faith and the freedom of nations can make them.20



A democratic world was viewed as a free world. A free world in turn would promote economic growth, commercial interests, and the right to international trade. Democracy thus became less a human rights than an economic issue. To be patriotic meant to be in favor of free trade.

In the 1920s and 1930s, Congress rejected both compulsory military service and the idea of increasing the size of the standing forces, and favored instead an army of many parts that could expand in wartime and remain competitive with the European powers.21 In 1933 the United States began to rearm. Although a tradition of neutrality and hemispheric security were emphasized, after 1940 the Franklin Delano Roosevelt administration began to move toward policies that assisted Great Britain. The enlargement of ground forces and a peacetime draft—the Selective Service and Training Act—forewarned the American people of the possibility of war.22 America’s victory in World War II, its status as a superpower, and its ownership of the atomic bomb further changed the nation’s responsibilities. America could no longer adhere to old policies of neutrality and defense of the homeland. Becoming a global policing force with international responsibilities required participation in world politics and restrained use of armed force.23 American warfare became a reflection of the country’s ideals.24

Is it military intervention, then, that Ronald Reagan meant when he spoke of patriotism and democratic values?

Although tens of millions of Americans have served in the armed forces and more than a million have died in uniform, there exists in the United States, as some historians would say, a “peculiar ambivalence toward war.”25 The link between patriotism and war has always been clear. The patriot has historically been ready to pick up arms and risk his life for his country and fellow countrymen. We praise our troops for their patriotic service to our nation and do not shrink from calling deserters (or draft dodgers before the all-volunteer fighting force) unpatriotic. Even those who merely speak out in opposition to a war in which America is involved may face ostracism from the community. In the 2002 elections, for example, “Senator Max Cleland (D-GA) lost his seat to an opponent who successfully labeled Cleland unpatriotic based on his publicly voiced concerns about the war in Iraq, despite the fact that the senator became a paraplegic as a result of his Vietnam War injuries.”26

To the individual soldier, however, and after the initial flag waving has settled, patriotism and loyalty are largely based on the belief that he has a personal stake in the conflict. Men and women who have made war their prime call of duty for real or perceived patriotic reasons in the form of democratic values, have also enlisted voluntarily as a matter of family tradition and kinship obligation. Others have decided to serve because of social and political pressures. Some soldiers claim that the reason why they fight is to get the war over with, so that they can go back home and live a normal life. But this presupposes that the conflict in which they are engaged is a war of necessity and not a war of choice. U.S. Army World War II combat historian S. L. A. Marshall indicated that men do not fight for patriotic reasons, but to preserve the bonds that have developed between them.27 This idea, too, presupposes that the question of why we fight is asked of men already in the fray, and not of those about to join an all-volunteer fighting force.

Ancient Greek historian Thucydides, author of the History of the Peloponnesian War of the fifth century BCE, observed that there are essentially three elements that compel men to go to war: honor, fear, and interest. Going to war is honorable in the sense that a man fights for his state and fellow citizens. It also allows him to build a personal reputation that distinguishes him from the masses.28 Military historian Victor Davis Hanson states that a reason why Classical Greece and Rome could rely on patriotic soldiers who willingly went to war, was because these citizen soldiers were fighting for their farm and lifestyle, for democracy and free inquiry and dissemination of knowledge.29 At the conclusion of the first year of the Peloponnesian War, Pericles, a Greek statesman and orator who was chosen to hold the eulogy for those who had fallen in battle, began by praising the ancestors of the current generation, because they “handed it [the country] down free to the present time by their valour . . . and spared no pains to be able to leave their acquisitions to us of the present generation.”30

Thucydides further reminded us that whenever there is doubt, the patriotic citizen gives himself the benefit of the doubt, and takes the stand that it is better to inflict injustice than to suffer it.31 He also warned us that the challenges of war are many:


“Consider before you enter how unexpected the chances of war be. For a long war for the most part endeth in calamity. . . And men, when they go to war, use many times to fall first to action . . . and when they have taken harm, then they fall to reasoning.32



Fear, the second element that compels men to go to war, causes people to form into groups for the common protection against enemies. And interest, the third element, relates to the desire for personal gain often in the form of monetary incentives.

Patriotism may also have roots in the religious practices of nation-states, where a shared ideology motivates people to sacrifice their lives in the service of their country. “At the cost of a few society members who die in battle as soldiers,” argues American scientist Jared Diamond, “the whole society becomes much more effective at conquering other societies or resisting attacks.”33 At its core patriotism may be about bringing people together in order to hold a nation together, as implied in the origin of the word from the Latin patria (fatherland). As the leading Roman lyric poet Quintus Horatius Flaccus, also known as Horace, of the first century BCE put it: Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori (To die for the fatherland is a sweet thing, and becoming).34

In near modern times the French Revolution and the growing idea of the nation-state fueled the patriotic spirit, particularly with respect to the levée en masse, or mass conscription of the people. Rulers were often leery of arming the populace for fear of uprisings against the king or ruler, and preferred instead to rely on a small group of loyal servants. But with the implementation of mass conscription, along with plenty of propaganda in favor of the cause, the bonds between members of society tightened. When nearly all became active participants in the struggle, the patriotic spirit of the people was strengthened. In addition to the regular French regiments of 1791 and 1792, there were also floods of volunteers inspired by love of country. This new spirit, or élan, allowed the French army to triumph.35

But when contrasting the patriotic spirit of the people of the French Revolution with the views of Armand de Caulaincourt, a French general and diplomat who served under Napoleon Bonaparte during his disastrous campaign into Russia in 1812, one finds that Caulaincourt not only portrays Napoleon as selfish, driven, and lacking compassion, he also views him as incompetent due to his refusal to accept the advice offered him, even as the men were unable to go on because of lack of supplies. The Emperor was ready to pay any price to reach his objective, says Caulaincourt in his memoirs, and the miserable troops almost wished their horses would die, for it would have meant the breakdown of their service and “thus the end to their personal privations,” which was “the secret and cause of [their] earlier disasters and of [their] final reverse.”36

As demonstrated by these examples, defining patriotism in precise terms is no easy task. Although people naturally want to protect their national interests, financial well-being, and the hope of a prosperous future for their offspring, patriotism is an abstract concept. Even those who are active participants in the armed forces seldom have direct control over the situation on the battlefield, and can be used as pawns by their government for the achievement of some illusive ideal.37As propagated by nobleman Fabrizio Colonna, in Italian Renaissance political philosopher Niccolò Machiavelli’s The Art of War, men should be obligated to train for war on their free days, because it will do no harm and is especially important for the young.38 If we fast forward a few centuries to World War II Germany, we can note similarities between Colonna’s proposition and Germany’s Hitlerjugend (Hitler Youth), where youngsters were trained to accept a set of patriotic beliefs through regular meetings involving marching, singing, sports, and development of leadership skills.

But even long before he came to power, when reflecting on his experiences at the conclusion of World War I, Adolf Hitler found that “[t]he cause for which we fought during the War was the noblest and highest that man could strive for. We were fighting for the freedom and independence of our country, for the security of our future welfare and the honour of our nation . . . for a nation without honour will sooner or later lose its freedom and independence.”39 (How does this statement compare to Ronald Reagan’s farewell speech of 1989, where he stressed that “democratic values” have “implicitly reinforced the idea that America was special”?) It was Hitler’s inner voice of conscience, he said, that called him to serve his country:


As a boy and as a young man, I often longed for the occasion to prove that my national enthusiasm was not mere vapouring. Hurrahing sometimes seemed to me to be a kind of sinful indulgence, though I could not give any justification for that feeling; for, after all, who has the right to shout that triumphant word if he has not won the right to it there where there is no play-acting and where the hand of the Goddess of Destiny puts the truth and sincerity of nations and men through her inexorable test? Just as millions of others, I felt a proud joy in being permitted to go through this test.40



If patriotism is defined as love of country, the people of Hitler’s World War II Germany were certainly patriotic in their struggle for the Thousand Year Reich, despite the tragedy that this utopia ultimately brought to the German people and much of the world. But at least one scholar also asserted that “the average German soldier . . . did not as a rule fight out of a belief in Nazi ideology . . . Instead he fought for the reasons that men have always fought: because he felt himself a member of a well-integrated, well-fed team whose structure, administration, and functioning were perceived to be, on the whole . . . equitable and just.”41

A parallel can perhaps be drawn between this “well-integrated structure” in Germany and the propaganda machine in the United States in the same period. The totality of World War II mandated that America make use of all of its resources. Professor of history Michael C. C. Adams, author of the book The Best War Ever, critiqued the patriotic spirit of American men and women serving abroad on the battlefield and at home in the factories, noting how the mobilization of the full population propagated the belief that American society was a team focused toward a common goal. Outwardly there appeared to be harmony in the total war effort. Women broke with tradition and took jobs outside the home as clerks and factory workers so that the men could leave for frontline duty. African-Americans were conscripted into the military, often for menial jobs thought to be well-suited for their “natural” temperaments and inclinations. Everybody did their part while serving in their “proper” places.42

But when placed under scrutiny, it is clear that the total war effort did not proceed in a fashion as orderly as our patriotic memories would have us believe. Racial tensions still raged in civilian society and military institutions. Women still experienced gender discrimination. While the full mobilization of the population and the requirement that everybody do their part promoted the belief that all citizens held a stake in the outcome, the difficulties associated with trying to balance America’s military needs with America’s cultural values resulted in that the contributions of African-Americans and women were downplayed after the war. World War II was “total” with respect to the economic mobilization. But since a direct threat to the safety of the people was relatively low, America experienced a less pressing need than the European countries to integrate race and gender into the armed forces.

One might also note that citizens of certain foreign descent desiring to serve their adopted nation in World War II were met by a number of obstacles imposed by the government. For example, American-born men of foreign descent were barred from joining the branch of service of their choice, as evidenced by written correspondence between a Louis C. Padillo and the U.S. Marine Corps in 1941. Mr. Padillo, who was of Filipino descent but born in Providence, Rhode Island in 1924, applied for enlistment in the U.S. Marine Corps, because, as he stated, “I want to fight for my country so bad, I would go to the four corners of the earth to enlist.” When the sergeant in charge of the physical examination (which Padillo passed) learned that Mr. Padillo, although a citizen of the United States, was of Filipino descent, he informed Mr. Padillo that he would not be eligible to join the Marine Corps, because it had “long been the custom of the Marine Corps to accept for enlistment only men of the Caucasian race because of the limited size of the Marine Corps and the diversified duties performed by its members.”43

In contemporary times, however, there are currently an estimated twenty thousand non-citizens serving in America’s armed forces, many of whom serve because this is the country they love and serving gives them a path to citizenship. Citizen of El Salvador and Purple Heart recipient, U.S. Marine Lance Cpl. Mario Ramos-Villalta, for example, had by 2008 fought twice in Iraq and was preparing to go to Afghanistan.44 Seeking a path to citizenship through military service is not a new idea, nor is it particular to the United States of America. Jewish volunteers in the French army during the Napoleonic Wars, for example, sought to “underpin their credentials for French citizenship” by expressing loyalty to the state through military service.45

While enlisting in the armed forces and going to war certainly speaks volumes about the patriotic spirit, flying the flag may be the easiest and most common way to display patriotism without sacrificing life and limb. Consider again the observations of Johann von Ewald, the Hessian infantry officer from the Germanic regiments who fought for the English in the Revolutionary War. When the time came for Ewald to board the ship and leave America for Europe, the longing he displayed for the “new country” was profound, where on all corners the flag of thirteen stripes was flying and the shores were crowded with people throwing their hats in the air and screaming with joy.46

[image: image]

Flying the flag may be the most common way to express patriotism and love of country. A display of military decorations along with open support of the president in times of crisis, as demonstrated by this member of the Veterans of Foreign Wars, further reinforce the importance we place on military service. Image source: Johnnie R. Robbins, U.S. Navy, reproduced under Wikimedia Commons license.

The strong feelings we have for our flag is one reason why conflicts exist between those who believe that desecrating the flag falls under the First Amendment guarantee of free speech, and those who believe that doing so should be forbidden by law. In 2006 “the 109th Congress was just one vote short of sending a constitutional amendment protecting the flag to the states for ratification.”47 Those who argued against the proposed amendment to the Bill of Rights, which would have made flag desecration such as flag burning illegal, argued that the amendment would have protected the symbol of our country’s principles while simultaneously destroying one of the most important of those principles: the right to free speech and expression without fear of legal repercussions. The reason for the First Amendment’s existence is after all to protect those who voice unpopular ideas. In the words of an opponent to the proposed constitutional amendment in the June 2005 debate:


The real threat to our society is not the occasional burning of a flag . . . the real threat is that some of us have now mistaken the flag for a religious icon to be worshiped as would pagans, rather than to be kept as a beloved symbol of our freedom that is to be cherished.48



As seen in the aftermath of the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, patriotism can be a great unifying force that reaches across racial, ethnic, gender, socioeconomic, and religious lines. Images of the flag also remind us of some of the most profound experiences in our country’s history. For example, most of us can form a fairly accurate picture in our minds of the soldiers who planted the American flag on Iwo Jima in World War II. Yet how one chooses to display the flag can have negative consequences with respect to international diplomacy. The day the statue of Iraqi president Saddam Hussein was toppled in Baghdad in 2003, and a U.S. Marine draped an American flag over the head of the statue, there were “gasps in a Pentagon briefing room and anger from a commentator on the Arab news network Al Arabiya. The crowd was happier to see the Marines take down the U.S. flag moments later and hang a pre-1991 Gulf War Iraqi flag around the statue’s neck.”49

While patriotism no doubt fuels the warrior spirit in governments and individuals alike, how big a role does it really play in enticing young men and women to join the military? Despite efforts by government officials and political leaders to promote patriotism by catering to the emotional side of humanity when rallying the population toward a common cause, and despite the frequent flag waving and singing of the national anthem, patriotism in America was always only a minor concern for those enlisting to go to war. Soldier diaries and letters from the Civil War seldom speak of patriotism and fighting for an ideal cause. In fact some Civil War researchers believe that it is doubtful whether Confederate soldiers in particular “understood or cared about the Constitutional issues at stake.”50 If patriotism involves doing what one believes is best for one’s country, it naturally requires staying abreast of current political news. Although most Civil War soldiers on both sides of the conflict were literate, the transmission of information was not as rapid as it is today. Similar observations exist in other parts of the world in nearly the same era. The war diaries of the “Austrian and Prussian Volunteers during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars” in Europe do not cite patriotism as the primary reason for their volunteering. More common reasons include an adventurous spirit and the need to find a way out of poverty.51

Although it might appear as though the impact of the September 11, 2001 events and the toppling of Iraqi president Saddam Hussein, in conjunction with the availability of multimedia to ordinary folks and the ease with which information is transmitted, roused our patriotic interest in the name of freedom and democracy, patriotism is no doubt a controversial subject. A report by the Strategic Studies Institute indicates that most American soldiers, when asked shortly after their first combat experience in the Middle East what had motivated them to enter the military, responded that it was a need for money for college, a desire for work experience, a search for adventure, or simply a desire to follow family tradition that had brought them to the recruiter’s office. Only a few of those questioned listed patriotism as the reason for their enlistment.52 One twenty-three year old man said he enlisted in the U.S. Army because the recent death of his mother along with financial hardship and an inability to complete his education left him with few options, and his problems, he believed, would be solved by his enlistment.53 By comparison, soldiers of the Iraqi Regular Army reported that they were motivated to fight not so much by patriotism per se, but because of peer and governmental pressure, or coercion by the Baath Party. Many deserted with weapons in hand, which was taken as an indication that they were neither willing to fight for their country, nor surrender.54

Although patriotism in the United States rests on such ideals as defense of the U.S. Constitution and the Bill of Rights, defining patriotism as defense of democracy is overly simplistic. Anyone who has studied even briefly some of the most controversial cases of the Supreme Court; for example, Brown vs. The Board of Education (1954), will acknowledge that interpreting the U.S. Constitution, a document that was created more than two hundred years ago, and making its underlying principles applicable to a modern and changing world, is no easy task. As demonstrated in the Civil Rights Era and many times since, patriotism is also the right to dissent. Many of the American soldiers returning from Vietnam in the 1960s and 1970s were given less than a hero’s welcome. Although there were plenty of volunteers for this unpopular war, and some young men enlisted right out of high school believing that it was the all-American thing to do, one soldier describes his homecoming as follows:


I went home straight from California to O’Hare Airport in Chicago. I got home about three in the morning. Everybody in the house got up and said hello. Then they all went back to sleep. At 8:30 when my father left for work, he woke me up to say, “Listen, now that you’re home, when are you going to get a job?” I packed up and left. I haven’t been home since.55



To further illustrate the difficulty associated with defining patriotism in a single word or sentence, contrast the previous statement with the full support many of us gave our sons and daughters in their decisions to voluntarily go to war in Afghanistan in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. How much credit we give to patriotism for the service our soldiers provide has much to do with the circumstances under which we commit our forces to war. This brings into question what we mean when we thank a returning soldier for his or her service to our country. Are soldiers necessarily more patriotic than the men and women who stay at home and choose a civilian lifestyle? Some historians note that Americans nowadays fail to fulfill their civic obligations, while others hold the view that values such as personal sacrifice in the military for the greater good of the nation have become outdated, and since the all-volunteer military was created in 1973, refusing military service is the moral thing to do.56

The status the soldier has enjoyed has gone through several changes in our nation’s history, and seems to be directly related to factors such as social class, conscription, mercenary status, and all-volunteer forces. Some scholars claim that those who call themselves patriots have largely fallen into two camps. The first which has its roots in the French Revolution is considered the more brutal of the two, and speaks of loyalty to the state. As such it is also about the “worship” of national power and empire building, and the justification of unleashing military campaigns in defense of democracy. The other camp has its roots in building and preserving a country that is free of war and interference in the affairs of other countries to the extent possible. This camp holds the view that one should do the greatest good for the greatest number of citizens. Political theorist John Schaar noted that this type of patriotism “prefers the gentle strains of America the Beautiful to the strident cadences of Hail to the Chief and The Stars and Stripes Forever.”57

Family tradition, educational institutions, and government propaganda further influence how we view patriotism, and thus our desire to join a professional fighting force and go to war. United States government propaganda in World War II, for example, promoted patriotism by dehumanizing the enemy and depicting Japanese soldiers as buck-toothed savages. As one reporter phrased it, “Patriotism, often a thinly veiled form of collective self-worship, celebrates our goodness, our ideals, our mercy, and bemoans the perfidiousness of those who hate us.”58 In the modern military, according to one American soldier of the war in Iraq, some words used to dehumanize the enemy were “sand niggers, ragheads, habibs, hajjis, and, most of all terrorists.”59

Although it has at one time or another been necessary for people to resist subjugation by a ruthless king or tyrant ruler and pick up arms in defense of their nation’s values, patriotism has also been used widely by governments as a euphemism to justify the commitment of forces to war. We fight because we perceive it as necessary and right. We fight to preserve a way of life. “We fight as a nation because we perceive that it is in our interest to fight, and we then mention words like freedom.”60 Donald Rumsfeld, former secretary of defense, said about the war in Iraq, “We have the greatest fighting forces on the face of the earth. Our nation is blessed to have so many brave men and women who voluntarily risk their lives to protect our country.”61

Others claim that the George W. Bush administration used propaganda to sell a preemptive war on Iraq to the American public.62 When President Bush clarified that he had no evidence that Saddam Hussein was involved in the September 11 attacks, one father who lost his son on that day said that he could no longer trust the president of the United States. The government, he said, had exploited his feelings of patriotism.63 An interesting contrast and comparison can be made between the American invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq following the September 11 terrorist attacks, and the 1990-1991 Gulf War in which victory by coalition forces came quickly with combat operations lasting only a few days, and which “generated widespread expressions of patriotism.” To determine a nation’s true patriotic fervor, states a report by the Strategic Studies Institute, it is necessary to “test grassroots support for a prolonged and painful Reserve deployment.”64

Other countries rely no less on family tradition, educational institutions, and government propaganda to sell patriotism to their citizens. In Asia for the first time since the United States occupation authorities banned the use of military force to resolve world conflicts in World War II, Japanese schools are now encouraged to teach patriotism and love of country to children.65 Simultaneously China wants Hong Kong students to learn what it means to be patriotic in Beijing, because it would help shed light on why China chose to promote socialism since 1949.66In Russia education in patriotism and military preparation starts early. It is a well-known fact that Russia has a long history of men and women sacrificing their lives for the future of their
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