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Despite a year of constant combat casualties and long, grinding overseas tours, military polls ostensibly show that men and women in uniform are not (at least not publicly) opposing military involvement in Operation Iraqi Freedom.  However, a large number of servicemen/women who are currently in, or have recently returned from Iraq have a different perspective on Iraqi involvement.  

This paper will address the controversial issue of whether such polls and general media coverage of military sentiment truly reflect the attitudes of those serving overseas, or conversely, if such reports create response bias due to other confounding factors such as their public nature.  In addition, the paper will tackle sources of discontent among soldiers currently serving in Iraq and the future ramifications of involvement in Iraq for the military and our nation as a whole.  

Sadly, many soldiers avoid publicizing their discontent with Iraq due to a central conflict of interests.  For example, in dozens of follow-up interviews with men and women who responded to a military-sponsored survey, only one would go on the record with objections to the war in Iraq [1].  Even behind the anonymity of a poll, a large obstacle to probing military members’ opinions on controversial political issues lies in their hesitance to express those opinions publicly.  About one in five respondents of a Military Times Poll either declined to answer questions about Bush and Iraq or said they had no opinion.  “You just don’t do it,” said one retired Army officer. “One of the reasons I retired when I did was I wanted to write about political issues. Expressing political opinions was just unacceptable — and also against regulations” [1].  Another enlisted member of the military, Marine Sgt. Edward J. Leslie, explained in a USA Today article, “I do what I’m told . . . I don’t really second-guess the president” [2].

It should be noted, however, that respondents of the aforementioned poll were only taken out of a pool of active-duty military who subscribed to one of the branches of “Military Times”.  Near the end of the USA Today article it states: “The findings are part of the annual Military Times Poll, which this year included 1,423 active-duty subscribers to Air Force Times, Army Times, Navy Times and Marine Corps Times” [2].  These four military publications are essentially trade publications for the military.  Therefore, the respondents were not necessarily representative of the entire military community since they represent a disproportionate number of officers and senior enlisted personnel.  Several studies show that officers in particular are heavily Republican and conservative, much more than the military community as a whole [2]. On the other hand, the younger enlisted personnel (who represented a much lower percentage of ‘subscribers’) are ideologically similar to the society as a whole (that is, they are an ideologically mixed population), but as is the case in many military sponsored polls, they are underrepresented.  

Therefore, one cannot truly gauge whether or not the active-duty military is becoming more or less supportive of the war simply based on opinion polls and media coverage.  One thing that is for certain, however, is the military community’s unique relationship to war; being “in” or near war directly gives them a different perspective.

It also important to look closely at how certain polls or news articles classify words used to favorably describe military support—words such as “increasing”, “strongly”, “for the most part”.  Although many polls and articles reviewing military sentiment argue that men and women in uniform “strongly” back President Bush and his policies in Iraq,  when examined more closely, most polls indicate support for administration policy in Iraq is not much higher in the military than among U.S. civilians.   In a recent poll conducted by the Military Times, slightly more than half of the respondents (56%) approved of Bush’s handling of Iraq [3].  This is actually surprising given the supposedly conservative (i.e. Republican) ‘majority’ of servicemen included in the poll.  Compared to the general population in the U.S. (where political ideology is much more evenly distributed between liberals and conservatives), military support is only slightly higher than overall public support.  


This does not reflect favorably upon the Bush Administration’s policies guiding military involvement in Iraq.  Andrew Bacevich, a  professor of international relations at Boston University and a retired Army officer agreed that “Fifty-six percent is not very high in terms of support . . . There is plenty of reason to be skeptical of the handling of Iraq on the part of the people who are paying the price” [2].

One such reason for this skepticism likely stems from a dearth of resources and sufficient manpower in Iraq.  Opinion polls show overwhelming sentiment that more than two years of combat have stretched the military so thin that its effectiveness has eroded [4].  Army Specialist Chris Stewart said he spent seven months in Iraq as a mortar man with the 3rd Brigade of the 1st Armored Division, before he was evacuated for treatment of combat stress.  “I don’t think we should lose any more people doing this,” Stewart said. “The patrols aren’t causing stabilization. All we are is a giant target for those people” [5]. 


In a similar anonymous poll, nearly eight out of ten soldiers said the nation’s military is stretched too thin to be effective [6].  Today there is an average of 82 combat deaths per month.  In the past 9 months, fatalities have increased four-fold and the number of wounded Americans has spiraled from 142 a month in June of 2004 to 808 a month currently [6].  Perhaps reinforcements could at least ameliorate these dismal figures. 

Hitherto though, the Bush administration has not responded favorably to requests for more support.  The administration’s disregard for such sentiments and requests will likely weaken military morale even more so.

An excerpt in a letter from 1st Lt. Brian Elliott illustrates one soldier’s frustrations with the way Iraqi involvement has been handled thus far:


“ . . . it’s like a huge cluster fuck over here . . . We’re suppose to establish an ‘Iraqi’ police force which entails training Iraqi citizens to be law enforcement agents for the ‘new’ Iraq (and by the way, when I say “training”, I mean: do a background check on Mr. X by basically asking one of his friends if he’s a “good” guy or not-----mind you, when we ask these friends, we’re wearing BDU’s, adorned with kevlar, M-16, LBE, etc., so of course they’re gonna tell us what they think we wanna hear . . . i.e. ‘uh, yeah, he’s a good guy’----and then we issue Mr. X a rifle and send him on his way to help us ‘fight the forces of evil’).  Yeah, talk about sketchy!  I swear, this shit is so disorganized and it’s really taking a toll on my platoon.  I feel like I’m in Vietnam Part Deux! . . . the line between ‘militants’ and civilians gets blurrier and blurrier. . . . Last week I heard a rumor that they’re now putting the bodies of the dead soldiers in plastic tubes because they stack better that way!  Shit, it wouldn’t surprise me at this point. . .” [12].




The photo below gives a glimpse into the chaos the soldiers witness on a daily basis:
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A man hoists a flag of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi on a burning U.S. Bradley Fighting Vehicle in Baghdad, Iraq [21].
The Bush Administration’s “Stop Loss” policy is another sore subject among soldiers.  "Stop Loss" is a military policy that prevents Troops from leaving the Armed Forces after their contracts have expired. Stop Loss policies allow commanders to force servicemen and women that are normally scheduled to retire or leave the military to remain in the military if their unit is scheduled to serve an upcoming tour in Iraq or Afghanistan.  The policy's scope was greatly increased in June 2004 and has already affected approximately 7,000 active duty soldiers and 3,000 National Guardsmen and Reservists [19].



Soldiers of all branches are very frustrated with these new policies as they feel they are in a sense a type of "stealth draft" or "backdoor draft."  These measures are contrary to the concept of the volunteer army; servicemen and women affected by Stop Loss are not choosing to serve -- they are instead being required to. The Department of Defense and the Military are breaking the contracts they entered into with Servicemen and women who have now honorably completed their ends of the bargain. Troops who were expecting to get out cannot. They cannot retire, go back to college or continue with their lives [19]. 
Furthermore, Stop Loss is devastating to troop morale. Many soldiers affected by Stop Loss have already served one or even two tours of combat duty, only to be extended when they were expecting to be finished with their service. 
This practice has angered a number of soldiers, including Spc. Lombard.  In a letter dated 7 June 2004, he writes, “Speaking of piss, a lot of people are also getting kinda pissed off about Stop Loss because most of the graffiti on the walls I noticed said stuff like ‘Fuck Stop [image: image4.png]


Loss’ or ‘Stop Loss=The Draft’” [20]. This kind of morale is bound to take a toll on troop cohesiveness and subsequent reenlistment rates.      

          
                [23]

Another of the many sources of rising discontent among troops serving in Iraq is wide-spread armor shortages.  In December of 2004, during a town hall meeting with U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, Specialist Thomas Wilson alerted the American public to the issue of armor shortages when he asked:









“Why do we soldiers have to dig 





through local landfills for pieces 




of scrap metal and compromise ballistic 



glass to up-armor our vehicles and why 




don't we have those resources readily 




available to us?" [7].






After applause from the troops, Rumsfeld replied: "It's essentially a matter of physics. It isn't a matter of money. It isn't a matter on the part of the Army of desire. It's a matter of production and capability of doing it . . . " [7].  Secretary Donald Rumsfeld said that armor for the Humvees was being produced at maximum capacity.  However, as a 2004 USA Today article pointed out, Sierra Army Depot, a company that makes armored Humvees said they offered to increase production by 22%, which would create an additional 50-100 Humvees per month. Apparently the Pentagon never responded to the offers [8]. 



This satiric comic from the New York Times illustrates the situation well: 
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[9]

The following excerpt gives a first-hand glimpse into the types of problems one soldier encountered due to armor shortages:








“During my experience throughout the initial invasion of Iraq and return to the states, we encountered many equipment and safety shortages.  My battalion was ill-equipped with body armor; although the frontline infantry troops had full body armor, our support elements had none. We had fuel trucks with us that wore a ballistic vest with no plates or just one.  We had to wait until some of our soldiers died or were seriously wounded and gave the extra armor to our support elements . . . the vehicles we drove were too unequipped for the missions that we performed. We lined our vehicles with sandbags and proceeded with our missions anyways though” [10].   
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An ill-equipped ASV-Humvee after being hit with RPGs [24].    

Overall, it goes without saying that soldiers have much to lose by going to war.  In addition to the aforementioned sources of frustration, they must cope with much more than the average person experiences in a lifetime.  They are the ones incurring the rising death tolls; the ones facing an Iraqi insurgency growing in strength and effectiveness; the ones bearing the brunt of a floundering effort at ‘Iraqitization’; the ones tackling a war discredited by so many; the ones paying the heavy cost of combat in the chaotic and disorganized battlefields miles away from home.  Yet, still, many continue to back the Bush administration’s policies on Iraqi involvement.  Although this may seem counterintuitive at first-glance, such unwavering stances may reflect another aspect of war the soldier comes up against: the psychological impact of combat.










In his book, On Killing, Lt. Col. Dave Grossman analyzes the mental elements of warfare survival.  He argues that maintaining the capacity to defend oneself optimally requires not only physical equipment and amenities, but also an appropriate mental attitude [11].  Grossman explains, “There is no time, and if there is time, it’s not advisable to ponder the broader issues and nuances of a war. This is not the time to weigh the sacrifices against the benefits of the war. In a life and death environment, one is fixated on remaining strong and enduring, not on the morality of the war. Truth and justice can come later in the relaxed security of home, for those who are interested” [11]. 







Grossman’s book describes how a soldier has a heavy psychological investment in the meaning and purpose of the war they are in, or will be fighting in later. This psychological investment is “mental armor” for survival, and is undermined, generally speaking, when one concedes that the war effort for which they are fighting is a lost cause.  The danger and sacrifice the soldier inevitably faces in combat then, is the impetus which mentally cements support for the war effort, regardless of what the rational mind would favor in other circumstances.  Because the mind of the soldier is in ‘survival mode’, questioning the validity of a cause they are risking their life for would be dangerously debilitating.  Simply stated, war necessitates a coalescing of the psyche in supporting the war, not in opening it to question [11].




Hence, Grossman’s theory could explain, at least in some cases, why “support” among troops remains relatively high despite deteriorating conditions and waning morale.
Whether discontent among troops is indeed rising overall or not, Operation Iraqi Freedom will inevitably have far-reaching ramifications for both the military, and for our nation as a whole.  Some of these consequences are already apparent.







Directly, lower military morale resulting from ill-handling of the Iraq situation will negatively affect recruiting efforts in all branches of the service.  This impact is already apparent in the Army and Marines.  Last year, Army Guard recruiters fell nearly 7,000 short of their goal of 56,000 soldiers [13]. This year, the Guard's recruiting goal is an even more ambitious 63,000 soldiers, in part to make up for the 2004 shortfall. But through January, four months into the recruiting year that began in October, the Guard had recruited just 12,821 new soldiers, almost 24% below its target for that period [13]. Likewise, the Marine Corps missed its overall recruiting goal for the first time in almost a decade [13].




More profound than lower reenlistment rates though, is the mental toll war takes on the individual soldier.  In addition to the wide array of psychological health issues, (including, but not limited to, Post-Traumatic-Stress-Disorder, depression, anxiety, suicidal tendencies), soldiers returning from Iraq also often face readjustment problems with families and significant others.  Issues such as higher divorce rates, domestic abuse, alcohol and drug problems, and disorderly behavior are taxing on both soldiers and their loved ones.  





On a macroscopic level, society also incurs a heavy burden due to post-war mental illness, (in the form of both healthcare costs and the costs associated with the loss of maximal functioning citizens).  Former VA Secretary Anthony Principi said in a recent news article that the “Iraq war's guerilla fighting and prolonged tours are having a profound effect on the mental health of the vets coming home.  This type of war – insurgency warfare – where you don't know whether you're going to be the next victim of a car bomb or roadside bomb or (rocket-propelled grenade)... it's like fighting in Vietnam" [14].  According to the New England Journal of Medicine, 15 to 17% of Iraq veterans suffer from major depression, generalized anxiety, or Post Traumatic Stress Disorder [15].  







The increasing financial burden on VA hospitals has also become a pressing issue as the number of Iraq vets seeking care rises.  Between January and September 2004, the number of vets seeking care increased by 280%. Even more dramatically, the number of troops needing treatment for mental health issues has increased 390% [14]!  This is only a measure of the number of vets who actually seek help for their problems. Therefore, the number may be under-representative as many don’t ask for help due to the negative social stigma often attached to mental illness.  The 2004 New England Journal of Medicine study did indeed show that many vets with PTSD and other mental health issues don't get professional help [15]. 



These numbers also only look at retired soldiers with mental illness; they do not take into account the number of active-duty troops suffering from mental health problems. The military is very hesitant to release any information on this subject.  According to the Army Medical Department, about 6% of the Army medical evacuations from Iraq are for psychiatric reasons [16].  As Steve Robinson, Executive Director of the National War Resource Center noted: "These statistics only reflect Army evacuations and do not include the other services fighting on the battlefield. Since psychiatric ailments are largely treated in the field and only the most severe cases are evacuated, this figure is significant, and the number of individuals experiencing mental health problems in the field is undoubtedly larger" [17].









Moreover, services available to returning soldiers vary greatly and lack consistent standards.  VA hospitals also tend to be understaffed and under-equipped [17].  Rising war costs are encroaching on VA funding at a rapid pace, which has ramifications for social security and future generations to come.  An article in the New York Times described the average VA hospital as “disorganized . . . not having a clear, medically-oriented treatment model for helping soldiers cope” [18].  The article also stated that the Veterans Administration does not know how many vets are currently being treated for PTSD.  Therefore, they cannot determine whether current services are adequate, or whether they will be able to handle the new influx of veterans with PTSD as a consequence of present Iraqi involvement.  Many experts, including some from the General Accounting Office, doubt that the VA is prepared for the caseload coming from a war of such intensity and duration as the current war in Iraq [18].  Likewise, our country is not financially ready to absorb the health care costs for such an increasing population of Veterans as the involvement overseas drags on.  Not only will this take a toll on the already exorbitant national deficit, but it will also affect other federally funded programs as the debt dips into their shrinking budgets. 



In conclusion, men and women serving in the military have unique insight into the issues and conditions surrounding Iraqi involvement.  So far, polls show that a majority of soldiers believe in their mission, but a substantial number do not -- and even among supporters, morale is often low due to poor supplies, shoddy veteran care, and disorganization around the conflict itself.  Although a large majority of the civilian population assumes that donning a U.S. Military uniform is a clear affirmation of support for the Iraq war and/or Bush Administration policies, it is important not to jump to such conclusions so quickly.  As this paper has demonstrated, many members of the armed forces disagree with the Administration’s handling of issues regarding Iraqi involvement.  A surprisingly large number do not even support the war at all, albeit they have an obligation to follow orders of the Commander in Chief.  One popular saying that personally strikes me as very appropriate for those wishing to express discontent against the war without attacking the men and women sacrificing their health and their lives overseas is illustrated in this ribbon bumper sticker [22]:
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Soldiers overseas must overcome obstacles and hardships on a daily basis that are often not seen in the public eye.  Regardless of where they stand, the job they are doing in Iraq right now entails rigorous physical tenacity and mental resolve that can only be admired.
