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Introduction
On 11-12 January 2010, the Sociology team at the Department of Leadership and Management at 
the Swedish National Defence College organised a seminar on the topic of Peace Operations in the 
21st Century - Preparing Future Leaders for New Challenges and Tasks. As part of this event, Dahr 
Jamail, award-winning independent journalist, held a public lecture entitled The Will to Resist: 
Resistance within the US Armed Forces against the Wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, which is also the 
name of his latest book. This report is written by Dahr Jamail especially for the Swedish National 
Defence College as a background to his lecture. For further information on Dahr Jamail and his 
work, please visit www.dahrjamailiraq.com
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The Will to Resist: Resistance within the US Armed Forces against the 
Wars in Afghanistan and Iraq
During the last two years, my focus as a journalist has been on the effects of the ongoing U.S. 
occupations of Iraq and Afghanistan on the rank and file sector of the U.S. military. While I have 
found a widespread, mostly subterranean resistance movement in the military today, admittedly it 
is not yet nearly on the scale of that which played a critical role in bringing an end to the Vietnam 
War. In addition, more than ever, due to the faltering U.S. economy, people are joining or staying 
in the military because of financial necessity, despite the risks this decision entails. 

Nevertheless, a largely covert resistance continues to grow in the ranks of the U.S. military, and this 
is increasing while U.S. President Barack Obama prepares to send tens of thousands more soldiers 
into the rapidly degrading occupation of Afghanistan. 

In fall 2008, I spoke with David Cortright, a Vietnam War veteran who has served as consultant or 
adviser to agencies of the United Nations, international think tanks, and the foreign ministries of 
Canada, Japan, and several European countries. He has authored sixteen books, including Soldiers 
in Revolt (Haymarket Books, 2005), which is about the massive GI resistance movement against 
the Vietnam War. I was interested to know how he viewed the growing resistance movement in 
the military today. Cortright said he feels soldiers are not being as overt today when speaking 
out against what is happening to the military because “there is much more to lose now by being 
punished by the brass. I see that as the most fundamental change—the nature of the military today 
as an all-volunteer force, economic conscription.”

Another factor that serves to dampen GI resistance today is that nearly 50 percent of those serving 
are married, and many of them have children to support. This, according to Cortright, constricts 
the nature and scope of the movement. Another key difference between Vietnam and current-era 
GIs, he feels, is that today when someone joins the military, they tend to stay with their unit for 
their career. “Now there is much emphasis on unit loyalty and solidarity. You bond with these 
people, and these social horizontal linkages have an effect of binding people to each other within 
the military community… I talk with lots of guys who hate the war, yet they go back for a second 
or third tour out of their duty to support their fellow soldiers. They think they are helping their 
buddies.” That has been my experience, too. I have had occasion to speak with veterans and active-
duty soldiers totally opposed to the occupation who nevertheless agree to redeploy for the sake of 
their “buddies.” 

Cortright also underscores the lack of substantial civilian support as a reason for today’s GI antiwar 
movement not being on par with the Vietnam-era movement. “During Vietnam there wasn’t a real 
GI movement until 1968, so it took a few years, but that was supported by civilians who made 
enormous sacrifices to help them. At the time we had a couple of legal defense organizations set up 
to defend GIs which don’t exist today. Then we had groups like the Young Socialist Alliance, among 
others, that would back those of us who spoke up in those days—we knew we could get access to 
lawyers.” 



5

However, a network is gradually building up, of groups tasked with helping those in the military 
who choose to resist. Two such groups, the Military Law Task Force and the Center on Conscience 
and War, which are both successors to similar groups from the Vietnam era are examples. Cortright 
is convinced that “though we haven’t seen as widespread a phenomenon as during Vietnam,” there 
is no denying that resistance exists and is spreading. “We’ve also seen individual cases of resistance, 
and the work that many veterans have done in reaching out to active-duty military personnel has 
been successful. This is another expression of the underlying sentiment in the military that the war 
is illegal and unjust.” 

With each passing day, more soldiers are speaking out against the occupation, and are receiving 
support from civilians. This was a key component of the resistance during Vietnam, says Cortright. 
“People in the military have great authority and legitimacy in speaking to the broader public in the 
political arena, and the more we as civilians can support them in doing this, the more effective they 
will be in bringing awareness to the movement and the need to end the war.” 

Of course, times have changed. During Vietnam, there was one main Winter Soldier event—when 
Vietnam veterans returning from the front lines held a weekend press conference in Detroit on 
January 31, 1971, to tell the media what was really happening in the war and why it should end 
immediately. “Winter soldiers” is a reference to what Thomas Paine, America’s founding father, 
called people who stand up for the soul of their country, even in its darkest hours. 

Today, we’ve seen several of these Winter Soldier events, sponsored by a group called Iraq Veterans 
Against the War (IVAW). Such events are spreading across the country, as well as internationally. 
By spring 2009, Winter Soldier events had occurred in Maryland, Washington, Florida, Wisconsin, 
California, Illinois, New York, Oregon, Texas, Massachusetts, Washington D.C., Georgia, and 
Germany. 

A key factor as to why dissent in the military is growing is lack of proper psychological and medical 
care for soldiers, both when they are active duty as well as after they discharge from the military. 

Surpassed only by average Iraqis and Afghans, members of the U.S. military who have been deployed 
to Iraq and Afghanistan are paying the highest price for the occupations—both while abroad and 
when they come back home. They are now part of an unfortunate, tragic segment of U.S. society 
that has been maligned and tossed aside, neglected, forgotten. Today, more U.S. war veterans are 
killing themselves than are dying in open combat while overseas. One thousand veterans who are 
receiving care from the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) are attempting suicide every single 
month, and eighteen veterans kill themselves daily.1 Not all of these veterans served in Iraq, but 
what these figures bode for the future is inconceivable, when we consider that more than 2 million 
soldiers have so far served in the occupations of Iraq and Afghanistan.2

As if surviving their deployment to Iraq or Afghanistan is not enough, upon their return home, 
soldiers face another battle—to obtain the services they are entitled to receive from the VA. A valid 
discharge from the military entitles all soldiers to medical care from the agency. In the six months 
leading up to March 31, 2008, 1,467 veterans died while waiting to learn whether their disability 
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claims were going to be approved by the government.3 Veterans who appeal a VA decision to deny 
a disability claim must wait an average of nearly four and a half years for their answer.4 As of March 
25, 2008, 287,790 war veterans from the occupations of Iraq and Afghanistan had filed disability 
claims with the VA.5

These facts partially explain the growing resistance within the military not just against the occupations 
of Iraq and Afghanistan, but also against the horrendous toll they are taking on troops, who suffer 
while they serve there and suffer even more upon returning home. Being virtually abandoned by 
the government they swore an oath to protect and serve often becomes the proverbial last straw for 
the veterans, forcing them to resort to suicide. 

The deeper one digs, one finds that it could be argued that the military is in a state of near collapse. 
For years now, one retired general after another has appeared in the media to denounce the 
occupation of Iraq, (and more recently this is happening regarding the occupation of Afghanistan), 
and to expose what the occupations are doing to destroy the military. With the occupations of Iraq 
and Afghanistan, more than 565,000 troops have been deployed more than once.6 By December 
2006, it was estimated that 50 percent of troops in Iraq were serving their second tour, and another 
25 percent were on their third or fourth tour.7

A horrific example of how this is affecting soldiers in Iraq occurred on May 11, 2009, at 2 p.m. 
Baghdad time, when a U.S. soldier gunned down five fellow soldiers at a stress-counseling center 
at a U.S. base in Baghdad. Admiral Mike Mullen, the chairman of the U.S. military’s Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, told reporters at a news conference at the Pentagon that the shootings occurred in a place 
where “individuals were seeking help.” Admiral Mullen added, “It does speak to me, though, about 
the need for us to redouble our efforts, the concern in terms of dealing with the stress … It also 
speaks to the issue of multiple deployments.”8

The military is so overstretched that troops being redeployed often have traumatic brain injury 
(TBI) from surviving roadside bombs in previous deployments, and more than 43,000 troops listed 
as medically unfit have been deployed anyway.9 

Soldiers already diagnosed with PTSD and other severely debilitating mental-health conditions 
that accompany it are being redeployed as the military dredges up troops to keep enough boots on 
the ground in Iraq. By October 2007, the army reported that approximately 12 percent of combat 
troops in Iraq were coping by taking antidepressants and sleeping pills.10 By January 2009, the 
army announced that suicides among U.S. soldiers had risen in the previous year to the highest level 
in decades. The suicide rate for 2008 was calculated roughly at 20.2 per 100,000 soldiers, which for 
the first time since the Vietnam War is higher than the adjusted civilian rate.11 In addition, more 
active-duty marines committed suicide in 2008 than in any year since the U.S. invasion of Iraq was 
launched in 2003, at a rate of 16.8 per 100,000 troops.12 

Prior to the recent and ongoing collapsing of the U.S. economy, which by raising national 
unemployment has driven more people to join the military, the armed forces were so short of 
troops that more than 200,000 troops have been “stop-lossed” since September 11, 2001. Under 
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this policy, soldiers who have fulfilled their contracts are frozen into the military and redeployed to 
Iraq or Afghanistan.13 Recent Pentagon figures show that approximately six percent of the troops 
in Iraq and Afghanistan are “stop-lossed.”

Further deepening this crisis, more than a quarter of a million National Guard men and women, 
who joined the guard to provide aid at home in times of national emergencies such as hurricanes 
and earthquakes, have been deployed overseas.14 

Attempting to keep enough boots on the ground for both occupations, on June 22, 2006, the army 
increased the permissible enlistment age to forty-two, from a previous limit of forty. This follows 
a previous rise in the age limit from thirty-five to forty in March 2005.15 By summer 2007, the 
army had grown so desperate for recruits that it began to recruit indiscriminately in violation of 
its own criteria. It accepted individuals with health and weight issues, lower academic test scores, 
and even those with criminal records. By July 2007, the number of incoming soldiers with prior 
felony arrests or convictions had more than tripled over the previous five years, and in the first half 
of 2007, the army had accepted an estimated 8,000 recruits with rap sheets.16 

Former army Private Steve Green is one such example. He was awarded a waiver for previous 
involvement in criminal activity and was found guilty of raping a fourteen-year-old Iraqi girl, 
Abeer Qasim Hamza al-Janabi, and murdering her and three of her family members in the village 
of Mahmudiyah.17 

Economics continues to work in favor of the military, assisted in no small measure by its all-out 
efforts at recruiting. By October 2008, the Army and Marine Corps had spent nearly $640 million 
in recruitment bonuses.18 By the end of 2008, the military was once again making its recruiting 
goals, and by late 2009, the Pentagon had announced that the last year of recruiting had been its 
most successful since the creation of the all-volunteer force in 1973. As unemployment rises, the 
military lures the desperate by offering a sure method of obtaining a paycheck. In addition, the 
military has resorted to a tried and tested tactic of enticing foreigners into the ranks by offering 
citizenship after service in the military, despite the fact that it often fails to fulfill the promise of 
citizenship, and these men and women are often sent back to their countries of origin after serving 
overseas. For example, on March 3, 2009, 251 U.S. soldiers from sixty-five countries became U.S. 
citizens in a ceremony held in one of Saddam Hussein’s old palaces in Baghdad. Since 2004, active-
duty immigrant soldiers can apply for citizenship without the normal three-year waiting period and 
without being inside the United States.19
 
The dramatic change in the political climate of the country following the election of Barack Obama 
as president, and his promises to bring the troops home, has expectedly caused the population to 
lose what interest they still retained in Iraq, despite the tardy coverage by the mainstream media. 
While President Obama promises to bring troops home, he aims to leave behind at least fifty 
thousand as a “residual” and “training” force indefinitely. The end of either occupation does not 
seem to be in sight. 

All of these factors have worked in concert to compel members of the military, usually those in 
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the army and marine corps, to engage in acts of dissent abroad. “Search and avoid” missions have 
become common in Iraq. These happen when a disgruntled platoon chooses to take their Humvees 
to the end of their patrol route, park in an open field and pretend to search a field for weapons 
caches while calling into base every hour as per protocol. 

While there have only been a few instances of entire units openly refusing a direct order, there are 
many examples of this happening covertly. I have interviewed several soldiers who shared stories 
similar to this: a disgruntled platoon, rather than being geared up and ready to begin a patrol, 
instead lounges in their barracks, into which a commander walks, sees what is happening, then 
leaves, only to return shortly thereafter to announce the mission has been cancelled. 

Most of the GI resistance I have found occurs when soldiers get back to the U.S. Soldiers are using 
art as resistance, writing books, giving public talks, and engaging in counter-recruiting at high 
schools and universities across the U.S. 

Many soldiers have taken it upon themselves to engage in resistance against problematic issues in 
the military. Many women have formed their own activist groups to combat the rampant amount 
of rape and sexual assault in the military. According to VA figures, one in three women in the U.S. 
military is raped or sexually assaulted. 

Other soldiers have taken it upon themselves to take stands against homophobia, racism, and other 
forms of discrimination in the military. 

However, the environment in the United States today is not one that can support and sustain a GI 
resistance movement of significant proportions, giving it enough power to directly affect the foreign 
policy of the country, as it did so effectively in the Vietnam era. There is much in the military to 
prohibit a GI resistance movement from growing anywhere near the proportion that helped end 
the U.S. war in Vietnam. Military discipline is much more repressive than in the past, which makes 
organizing more difficult. There is less radicalization of the GI movement, as compared to that in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s; therefore, passive resistance against the command is more common 
than direct resistance. There is a much lower level of political awareness and analysis among soldiers 
as compared to that during Vietnam, when there were hundreds of underground newspapers that 
served to inform troops while criticizing the military apparatus. The all-volunteer military, rather 
than a draft, is also responsible for stifling broader dissent.
 
Despite these factors, dissent in the ranks is happening on a daily basis. While overall violence in 
Iraq has dropped, it is escalating dramatically in Afghanistan, as President Obama contemplates his 
second “surge” of tens of thousands of more troops into that occupation. The overstretched military 
is in a state of disrepair, full of demoralized, bitter soldiers whose reasons for staying in are based on 
economics and loyalty to their friends rather than nationalism or patriotism.  
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