
The United States has relied on a volunteer
military for most of its history. However, the
Cold War transformed a number of American
institutions, including the armed services. Wash-
ington retained conscription after World War II
and did not abandon the practice until 1973.

Despite a rocky start, the All-Volunteer Force
(AVF) now works exceedingly well, providing
America with the best military in its history and
in the world today. Yet recruiting and retention
problems have begun to appear; moreover, the
war against Yugoslavia has heightened concerns
about the fairness of a volunteer military. The
result has been an increasing number of calls for
a return to conscription.

The draft was bad policy during the Cold War
and would constitute amazing foolishness
today. For instance, renewed conscription would
reduce the quality of new service personnel. 

Returning to the draft would also increase the
costs of raising a military force. Conscription is
an expensive process—for individuals, govern-
ment, and society. For the armed services, a draft

would yield higher turnover, thus increasing
training costs. Also, because few conscripts
choose to make the military a career, the Pent-
agon would have to hike reenlistment benefits.

A draft would not improve the retention
rate of skilled personnel or inculcate civic
virtue. The military does have some serious
personnel problems; however, such problems
could be solved by returning to a foreign poli-
cy that is proper for a republic. The Clinton
administration’s promiscuous use of military
force in conflicts irrelevant to U.S. security drives
many potential recruits away from and current
career personnel out of the service. Further-
more, policymakers should adjust compensa-
tion and benefits to more successfully attract
both new recruits and skilled personnel in the
years ahead.

A renewed draft would be bad for the mili-
tary. But more important, conscription would
be unfair and unjust—sacrificing the very con-
stitutional liberties that the military is charged
to defend.
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Introduction

Throughout the first 90 years of its exis-
tence, the federal government relied on vol-
unteers to man its regular forces. Militia duty
was compulsory in most states, but the
requirements were limited (normally short
terms under community leaders for local
defense) and faded over time.1 Although
there is no record of the draft’s being dis-
cussed at the Constitutional Convention, the
concerns voiced by many about standing
armies would have applied even more to a
conscript force. Observes historian Jack
Leach, “It is quite likely that had the dele-
gates at Philadelphia extended the power to
‘raise and support armies’ by adding the
phrase, ‘by voluntary means, and if neces-
sary by draft upon the male population,’
they would have generated insurmountable
opposition throughout the country and in
the state ratifying conventions.”2

Nevertheless, national conscription was
imposed during the Civil War. It met sub-
stantial resistance in both the South and
the North.3 An even more comprehensive
draft reappeared in World War I. Not sur-
prisingly, the Supreme Court sustained
conscription—it is hard to imagine a Court
independent enough not to do so during
wartime. However, the practice likely violated
the original constitutional grant of powers
(which authorized Congress to raise an army
and call forth the usually state-conscripted
militia rather than enact a federal draft), as
well as the Thirteenth Amendment’s pro-
scription of involuntary servitude.4

After both the Civil War and World War
I, conscription disappeared when hostilities
ended. With war raging in Europe and a
potential hegemonic threat in East Asia,
Congress adopted the first peacetime draft
in 1940. Conscription then persisted—with
but a brief 15-month hiatus in 1947 and
1948—until 1973.5 So accepted had the
draft become during the Cold War that in
1967 a congressional advisory group, the
so-called Clark Commission, rudely dis-

missed the idea of a volunteer military for
“placing [the nation’s] faith in its own citi-
zenry to rally to its defense when the
national security is threatened.”6

President Nixon, however, who hoped the
end of conscription would dampen protests
against the Vietnam War, created the Presi-
dent’s Commission on the All-Volunteer
Force (known as the Gates Commission). The
commission’s report served as the blueprint
for the AVF.7

The draft came to an end in 1973, forcing
the Pentagon, which had for more than 40
years relied on coercion to fill its ranks, to
convince hundreds of thousands of young
men to volunteer. But low pay and poor
social status for military service created a dif-
ficult transition, and the armed services suf-
fered from inadequate and low-quality
recruits, as well as high turnover. Almost
immediately after the draft was repealed, its
supporters counterattacked, urging a return
to compulsion.

The debate raged for roughly a decade.8

Reagan administration policies, particular-
ly better pay and benefits and a renewed
respect for military service, dramatically
transformed the AVF.9 By the end of the
1980s, pressure for conscription had dissi-
pated. Although the Persian Gulf War led to
scattered calls for a draft, the volunteer mil-
itary’s tremendous success quieted critics.10

Later worries about young people’s declin-
ing interest in joining the military also
quickly disappeared.11

The Conscription Call

Now, however, a growing chorus on
behalf of conscription is being heard. George
Wilson, former Washington Post military cor-
respondent, argued that “the time has come
to enact a fair, limited and selective draft to
fill the billets that a reasonable amount of
recruiting cannot fill.”12 Writing in the
Richmond Times-Dispatch, Ross Mackenzie
suggested the reinstitution of conscription
“for better cross-fertilization between civil-
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ian and military.”13 Columnist V. H. Krulak
has denounced “the mercenary gun of a
standing army” and endorses Universal
Military Training.14 Another columnist, Jim
Cleaver, sees a draft as a means to reform
juvenile delinquents.15 Washington Post
columnist Mark Shields has long criticized
the AVF and called for reinstitution of con-
scription during the war against Yugo-
slavia.16 Robert Maginnis, an analyst with
the Christian activist group Family Research
Council, advocates a “national debate” over a
return to conscription.17

A few lawmakers have also expressed
interest in restoring the draft. A decade ago,
current presidential candidate Sen. John
McCain (R-Ariz.) criticized the national ser-
vice proposals that led to today’s Ameri-
Corps for not being compulsory and intro-
duced legislation leading to a mandatory
program. Sen. Charles Robb (D-Va.) dis-
agreed only in McCain’s assessment of the
political viability of such a program.18 Last
year, after hearing of the military’s recruiting
woes, Sen. John Glenn (D-Ohio) wondered,
“Do we go to a draft?”19 Rep. Stephen Buyer
(R-Ind.), chairman of the House National
Security Committee’s Subcommittee on
Military Personnel, suggested recently that
“there are benefits to a draft.”20 Rep. John
Murtha (D-Pa.) has indicated his support for
conscription. Rep. Solomon Ortiz (D-Tex.)
pointed to growing personnel shortages in
observing that “there will be a good possi-
bility that if this trend continues, we’re
going to very seriously look at the draft, at
reviving the draft again.”21 Similarly, Rep.
Norman Sisisky (D-Va.) warns that con-
scription might become necessary if other
steps to attract sufficient volunteers are not
taken.

Dubious Timing

The only explanation for the spectacle of
policymakers’ discussing a return to a draft
is that Washington is an irrational and
incestuous place. Advocates of conscription

have typically based their case on national
survival. Consider the argument of George-
town professor Philip Gold in 1985: “Con-
scription is only necessary if it is to be the
American purpose to offer this planet alter-
natives to either Armageddon or a commu-
nist New Dark Age. Nothing else, nothing
less, can justify its return.”22 Gold’s belief
that America faced just such choices pre-
sented the best case for a draft—that
America’s and the globe’s survival depend-
ed on it.

Conscription was not needed in 1985
and it certainly isn’t needed now. The
United States is at peace. No major war
threatens. Washington stands astride the
globe as a colossus—its enemies are pathet-
ic and its allies are secure. As Gen. Colin
Powell said earlier this decade, “I’m running
out of demons. I’m running out of villains.
I’m down to Castro and Kim Il Sung.”23

Together with its allies, America accounts
for roughly 80 percent of the globe’s mili-
tary outlays. The United States alone
spends as much on defense as the next 10
powers combined. Allied states like France
are abandoning conscription.24 The usual
case for a draft is absent. Gold, who is now
president of Aretea, a Seattle-based think
tank, today calls conscription “the ab-
solutely positively worst idea,” one that
“would generate nothing but massive dis-
ruption, expense, inefficiency and
inequity.”25

Furthermore, one cannot conceive of the
circumstances in which a draft would be
needed in the future. Although the Clinton
administration plunged the country into
war with Yugoslavia and predictions of
future conflicts abound, none would
involve a nation-threatening clash of mass
armies—such as NATO versus the Warsaw
Pact during the Cold War. No other nation
even approaches U.S. military strength.
Observes John Chipman, director of
London’s International Institute for
Strategic Studies, “The U.S., by itself, can
take on pretty much any military threat you
can imagine.”26

3

One cannot con-
ceive of the cir-
cumstances in
which a draft
would be needed
in the future.



A Potpourri of Reasons

Why do advocates of conscription still
argue for a return to the draft?

Poor Recruiting Results 
The proportion of 16- to 21-year-old

men who enlisted in the military dropped
from 34 percent in 1991 to 27 percent in
1997.27 That is actually a slight rise from 26
percent in 1996, a historic low.28 Last year
Navy recruitment fell short by 7,000
sailors—or 12 percent—prompting George
Wilson to declare, “When we were downsiz-
ing, the problem didn’t show up because we
didn’t need a lot of new people. But now we
do, and we can’t get them. The kids have
too many other options.”29

Although the Army fell only 1 percent
short of its recruiting target in 1998, it did
have difficulties in filling particular special-
ties. Unfortunately, in 1999, that service is
having a more difficult time; there is specula-
tion that the Army could end up 10,000
under its desired strength by the end of the
year.30 Preliminary results suggest that the
Air Force will also fall short.31

Unfortunately, the problems associated
with low recruitment are only going to
increase. The Army plans to recruit 75,000
new soldiers in 1999 but 84,000 in 2000.
Army Secretary Louis Caldera worries that
“the real challenge is going to come in
future years.”32

Poor Retention 
The armed services are having a difficult

time holding pilots and other selected skill
grades, such as computer technicians. For
instance, the Air Force is currently retaining
only half the number of pilots it needs; Maj.
Joe Roeder, the Air Force’s pilot retention
manager, admits, “Now we’re left with a
severe shortage of young pilots.”33 Even
annual bonuses of up to $22,000 haven’t
solved the problem. To the contrary, the sep-
aration rate rose 9 percent in 1998. The ser-
vice is now losing three pilots for every two
that it adds and estimates a potential short-

age of 2,000 pilots by the year 2002. Highly
skilled airmen as well as officers are leaving
the service.34

The Navy calculates that it has a world-
wide shortage of 18,000 sailors. On average,
ships sail with only 90 percent of their offi-
cial complement.35 Most vessels are rated
only at the second-highest level of readi-
ness, C-2. Adm. Archie Clemins, Pacific
Fleet commander-in-chief, observed last
fall, “This summer was tough on us.”36 The
nuclear aircraft carrier USS Enterprise has a
crew of 2,900 instead of the preferred 3,150.
Capt. Evan Chanik explains that “I can do
my missions” but worries that “I have less
‘sponge’ if I get into sustained, high-tempo
operations.”37 Adm. Harold Gehman, head
of the U.S. Atlantic Command, seemed a bit
less confident. When asked by reporters if
the Navy could execute its mission, he
responded, “It all depends on what the def-
inition of ‘it’ is.”38

Manpower shortages and readiness prob-
lems are evident in a number of Army divi-
sions—ones that would be deployed in any
war.39 Patrick Pexton reported in the
Washington Post that the Army is suffering
shortages of armor and infantry.40

Pressure from Constant Deployments 
The Pentagon is having difficulty keep-

ing  up with the rising tempo of activity and
new commitments. The Army has deployed
overseas 29 times during the past decade
compared with just 10 times during the
previous 40 years.41 The number of Air
Force and Navy missions is up as well.
Moreover, those numbers do not include
“minor” deployments, such as sending 59
servicemen to Kenya in January 1998 to
feed flood victims.42

The impact of that high tempo of opera-
tions on equipment maintenance, spare
parts, and weapon supplies, as well as on
soldiers’ combat skills is obvious. Moreover,
constant deployment is also believed to be
the most important reason for declining
retention of Air Force pilots.43 Continual
operations are affecting the Navy in a simi-
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lar way.44 Complains Patrick Pexton, man-
aging editor of the Army Times, “Pilots and
airmen don’t know when their next 30-day,
45-day, 90-day or 180-day deployment away
from home will come.”45 The pressure trick-
les down to almost everyone in the service.
F-16 crew chief Staff Sgt. William Simmons
explains, “I’m just exhausted with all the
changes, the continuous deployments.”46

The prospect of simultaneous four-month
tours in Saudi Arabia for weapons specialist
Staff Sgt. Kathie Iorga and her husband
caused her to quit the Air Force.47

The Pentagon responds to criticism of
endless peacekeeping, peacemaking, no-fly
enforcement, and other missions by argu-
ing that soldiers at least appreciate their
mission in Bosnia. The Department of
Defense proudly reports that first-term sol-
diers serving in Bosnia reenlist at about the
same rate (57.6 percent) as do those in other
regions of Europe (57.8 percent). However,
those soldiers reenlisting in Bosnia collect a
tax-exempt bonus; even then their reenlist-
ment rate barely matches that of their
counterparts stationed in other regions of
Europe. Moreover, midterm soldiers in
Bosnia reenlist at a noticeably lower rate—
70.2 percent—compared with 76.3 percent of
their counterparts. The New York Times has
reported that “the combat readiness, morale
and effectiveness of the troops appears [sic]
to plummet after six months of duty.”48

Unhappiness with the military’s role on the
part of even a minority of soldiers and their
families will have a noticeable impact on reten-
tion and ultimately recruiting. With a force
whose members are older, have married in
greater numbers, and have more children than
the old conscript military, such dissatisfaction
is almost guaranted to rise.49 (See Appendix,
Table 1.) Should future “peacekeeping” enter-
prises misfire, as did the mission in Somalia,
exploding public dissatisfaction would be
quickly transmitted to the military. The public
appears ready to acquiesce in the Clinton
administration’s penchant for promiscuous
intervention so long as the costs are largely
hidden. However, Andrew Kohut of the Pew

Research Center observed that “should any
mission turn bad, the response could be huge-
ly negative.”50

The Expense of Recruiting and Pay
The military already spends an average of

$7,187 per new recruit, up from $5,460
(adjusted for inflation) a decade ago.51 The
Army’s cost runs $11,187 per recruit. Falling
numbers of recruits results in increased pres-
sure to hike bonuses and compensation to
improve recruiting and retention. George
Wilson wonders, “How much is too much for
recruiting an all-volunteer force?”52

The Unrepresentative Character of the AVF
Enlisted soldiers are “disproportionately

minorities, such as African Americans, and
the less advantaged, paid at such low levels
that they live on the edge of poverty during
the nation’s greatest economic boom,”
argues former health and human services
secretary Joseph Califano.53 Similarly, jour-
nalist Jacob Weisberg complains that
“instead of a draft, which distributes risk
fairly, we have a volunteer force that hires
mainly minorities and working-class whites
to bear the burden on behalf of those with
brighter prospects.”54 As evidence, Weisberg
points out that two of the three soldiers
captured by the Serbs on the Macedonian
border during the war against Yugoslavia
had Hispanic surnames.

The Lack of Connection between Political
Leaders and the Military

President Clinton is emblematic of an
increasing number of members of Congress
and other policymakers who have never
served in the military—in contrast with
most of the policy elite of the post–World
War II generation. Wall Street Journal reporter
Thomas Ricks complains, “Even after
bungling an inherited mission in Somalia
and then using U.S. forces to feed Rwandan
refugees, invade Haiti, and enforce a peace
agreement in Bosnia, the Clinton Adminis-
tration did not see fit to follow Pentagon
suggestions that it appoint someone with a
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military background to a senior post on the
National Security Council.”55 The propor-
tion of members of Congress who served in
the military has dropped from more than
75 percent in 1971 to less than 34 percent
in 1999. Furthermore, complains Ricks, not
many legislators are even interested in
defense issues.

Ricks advocates reinstating conscription.
Similarly, the Army Times editorializes that a
new draft “would ensure that future genera-
tions of political leaders would enter office
understanding the military, its strengths and
weaknesses, and its culture.”56

Inadequate Inculcation of the Values of
Citizenship and Discipline in Younger
Generations 

There is a widespread fear of a declining
civic ethos among young people. Represen-
tative Buyer complains that “a lot of young
people are escaping their civic responsibili-
ties.”57 Senator McCain explains, “I appreci-
ate that the all-volunteer force has been
very successful,” but, he adds, “we are rais-
ing a generation of not only leaders but
middle-income Americans who have never
served their country.”58

Some people view conscription as appro-
priate response to such concerns. In the
view of George Wilson, “Even small draft
calls” would help re-instill “the sense of
obligation to serve.”59 The Army Times
would prefer a full national service draft:
“The sense of duty that comes with public
service also would rub off on large numbers
of young people who might otherwise never
consider a military career. Some would stay,
to the military’s benefit. And others would
leave, taking with them a healthy apprecia-
tion and respect for those who put their
lives on the line in the name of liberty and
freedom.”60

Taking a different approach is Jim
Cleaver, who argued for conscription to use
“old hard-shelled drill instructors or drill
sergeants . . . as trainers for some of these
young hoodlums who think they are the
toughest, most invincible, and meanest

men on the face of the earth today.” In this
way, he contends, “the gangs of young
toughs who terrorize the nation and just
about every community, could be trained to
in fact protect the nation.”61

A Military Isolated from Society
Others, in contrast, worry that the mili-

tary emphasis on duty and other aspects of a
so-called warrior ethos is leading to the isola-
tion of the military from the rest of society.62

Mackenzie contends that “without conscrip-
tion, a distinct—and potentially dangerous—
military cohort is unavoidable.”63 McCain,
clearly thinking about the nation’s political
leadership, speaks of “a greater estrange-
ment, a greater distancing between the
Congress, traditional protectors of the mili-
tary, and the military itself.”64

Missing the Point:
Conscription as an Illusory

Solution

Although the lengthy bill of particulars
against voluntarism appears impressive,
there’s really no there there, as Gertrude Stein
once said of Oakland. Most of the criticisms
have been around since the founding of the
AVF, and they are no more persuasive today
than they were a quarter century ago.65

AVF Increases Overall Force Quality
First, the military’s problem is not an

inadequate quantity of recruits but an inad-
equate quantity of quality recruits. The AVF
is choosier than a draft military—actually
rejecting many bodies. Navy recruiter Petty
Officer Benny Granillo explains, “Most of
the people who walk into the office have
something wrong with them.”66 Of roughly
9 million males between the ages of 17 and
21, Maj. Gen. Evan Gaddis, commanding
general of the Army, reports that “only 14
percent are the high quality, fully qualified
and available prospects all military services
want to recruit.”67 The Pentagon could
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solve its recruiting problems tomorrow if it
simply lowered its standards.

In fact, last year the Navy discussed a
modest relaxation of standards that would
help it meet its need for “general detail”
sailors, who perform largely unskilled
tasks.68 In January Navy Secretary Richard
Danzig decided to increase from 5 to 10
percent the number of recruits who possess
a GED instead of a high school diploma. In
response to his service’s recruiting difficul-
ties this year, Army Secretary Caldera has
made a similar proposal. He complains that
the strict high school graduation require-
ment “has put us in a box that is really hurt-
ing our ability to recruit.”69

Although no doubt exists that higher
quality is desirable—brighter recruits with
more education perform better and are
more likely to finish their tours—the
Pentagon’s specific goals are arbitrary. Two
years ago the Army reduced its objective for
high school diploma graduates from 95 to
90 percent. Lt. Gen. Frederick Vollrath, the
Army’s deputy chief of staff for personnel,
acknowledged that the former standard
“was not based on any absolute analytical
requirement in order to sustain the force.”70

According to Vollrath, the recruiting com-
mand had set the higher goal because it
thought that goal was achievable.

As a result, despite its current problems,
the AVF remains a far higher quality force
than the military of the draft era. On the
important measures of high school gradua-
tion and scores on the Armed Forces
Qualifying Test (AFQT), today’s military is
far superior. The percentage of “high-quality”
enlistees—that is, those with high school
degrees and above-average scores on the
AFQT—jumped 50 percent between 1973
and 1997.71 Indeed, the AVF is providing the
best military personnel that America has ever
had. (See Appendix, Tables 2–4.)

For that reason, few leaders in the armed
services would like to return to conscription.
Gordon Sullivan, former Army chief of staff
and current president of the Association of
the United States Army, states, “Military

commanders prefer high-quality volunteers
to mixed-quality draftees.”72 Retired Lt. Gen.
Al Lenhardt, formerly the Army’s chief
recruiter, emphasizes that conscription
would yield a poorer-quality force.73 Retired
Maj. Gen. Ted Stroup, former Army deputy
chief of staff for personnel, says that a draft
might deliver the required quantity, “but you
wouldn’t get the quality or the staying power
that you also need.”74 The Pentagon observes:

Periodically, there are laments from
some outside the Defense establish-
ment regarding the absence of the
draft. If only the draft were operating
again, the nostalgic arguments go,
representation would be assured,
declining propensity would be coun-
tered, women would not be needed
to substitute for men, and all would
be well. These assumptions turn out
to be more wishful thinking than
iron-clad reality.75

The AVF attracts superior personnel for
two important reasons. First, the services can
choose not to accept people who are not high
school graduates and so-called Category IVs
and Vs, people who score well below average
on the AFQT. As the Department of Defense
puts it, “Non-graduates and persons with
lower aptitude scores would be more vulner-
able to Uncle Sam’s draft call than they
would be to today’s invitation to enlist.”76

Moreover, a volunteer military draws in
people who want to be there instead of dra-
gooning people who do not, thereby creat-
ing a dramatically more positive dynamic.
Thus, the military can discharge soldiers
who abuse drugs, perform poorly, or are
not otherwise suited to service life.77 In con-
trast, the services must retain draftees at all
cost, lest indiscipline become a means of
escape.78 All phases of military life are trans-
formed for the better when the armed
forces are made up of people who join vol-
untarily and desire to succeed.

Career retention has long been a Pentagon
concern.79 However, conscription would
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actually exacerbate that problem. A draft
brings in untrained first termers, not expe-
rienced pilots. And conscripts, who don’t
want to be in uniform, reenlist in far lower
numbers than do volunteers. Only 10 per-
cent of first termers stayed in the military
when service was mandatory compared
with about 50 percent today under the AVF.
Moreover, the increased difficulties in
working with recalcitrant soldiers who have
been drafted means even experienced non-
commissioned officers are less likely to
remain. For instance, retention of those
personnel in their fourth year of service
doubled between FY71 and FY77.80 The
mean length of service jumped from about
70 months in 1973 to 90 months in 1997.81

Thus, Francis Rush, acting assistant secre-
tary of defense for force management poli-
cy, reports, “A force composed of volunteers
is more stable and career-oriented, thereby
leading to improved experience and perfor-
mance, with lower training and turnover
costs than we would find with a draft.”82

A return to conscription would yield a
less-experienced, less-stable, and less-effi-
cient military. Inducement, not coercion, is
the answer to sagging retention. Studies
consistently indicate that the most effective
remedy is improved compensation.83

The Real Reasons for Retention and
Recruiting Problems

The pressure created by increased
deployments is very real. However, the con-
tention that patrolling the artificial state of
Bosnia is comparable in national interest to
containing the Soviet Union during the
Cold War does not pass the laugh test. It
should come as no surprise that undertak-
ing frivolous commitments like the one to
Bosnia is straining the military. Renewing
conscription is not the proper remedy for
that problem.

One pilot told Investor’s Business Daily
that “this isn’t the Air Force I joined, where
my job was to kill our enemies as fast as
possible and return home.” Another com-
plained, “We’re not really fighting the

country’s wars; we’re just acting like the
world’s policeman.”84 An Army officer
explained in his resignation letter, “I didn’t
join the Army to be a peacekeeper.”85

Half of the soldiers surveyed who served
in Haiti thought no important American
interest was at stake in that country; troops
who served in Somalia were significantly less
supportive of such endeavors.86 Anecdotal
evidence—such as graffiti at U.S. installa-
tions—also suggests dissatisfaction with the
occupation of Bosnia, a mission that seems
endless and without purpose.

Even soldiers who believe in such opera-
tions may be unwilling to perform them
constantly. Sergeant, first class Robert
Canarios decided to get out of the Army
after 13 years. Although proud of his service
in Iraq, Somalia, Bosnia, and Macedonia, he
explained to the Wall Street Journal, “With all
these pockets of instability in the world, is it
our responsibility to be big brother every
time there’s a problem?”87

Potential recruits have much the same
reaction. Reports of both increasing and
increasingly unpleasant duty, combined
with difficulty in carrying out missions,
appear to be hindering the enlistment of
new soldiers.88

Interviews in focus groups of young men
indicate that America’s mounting role as the
international policeman is among the most
important deterrents to joining the military.
Operation Desert Shield (in contrast with
Desert Storm) and intervention in both
Somalia and Haiti all reduced young men’s
perceived likelihood to serve; the effects of
the latter two operations were particularly
dramatic.89 Two researchers at the Defense
Manpower Data Center reported:

The focus group results suggest that
youth today generally view the mili-
tary as less attractive than before the
end of the Cold War. A considerable
number of young men indicated they
did not wish to serve as peacekeepers
in foreign countries. They indicated
that military service had become
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more dangerous. Some seemed to
think that, if they were in uniform
when US troops were deployed, they
would inevitably be deployed and,
consequently, be put in harm’s way.
Some suggested that recent military
ventures were motivated by the inter-
ests of national leaders—Congress or
the President—but were not in the
national interest. They objected to
being put in jeopardy to fight some-
one else’s battles.90

Parents share that concern. Indeed, they
“generally were not supportive of this evolv-
ing role for the United States military.”91

However, neither sons nor parents ques-
tioned “the need for military service in either
defense of our own country or in domestic
assistance, e.g., hurricane relief.”92

The reluctance of potential recruits, their
parents, and current service people to sup-
port today’s interventionist policies indicates
that those policies don’t make sense or have
been inadequately explained, or both.
Policymakers should deal with the policies
that are causing the problem instead of rein-
stituting the draft. Conscription would elim-
inate the need to justify dubious deploy-
ments, not make them more justifiable.

The Mirage of Cost Savings

Coercion is not cheaper than voluntarism.
Some savings in recruiting costs might be
achieved, but even radical pay cuts would
save little because first termers earn the least.
And the obvious unfairness of dramatically
reducing benefits for the unfortunate few
singled out for conscription would likely dis-
courage Congress from slashing draftees’
pay, limiting any potential savings.

Moreover, any savings would be offset by
increased costs elsewhere. For example, con-
scripts tend to serve shorter terms (volun-
teers can be asked to serve four or more years
compared with the typical draft term of two
years) and, as noted earlier, reenlist at far

lower rates than do volunteers. Increased
turnover would hike total costs: the
Pentagon would have to train larger numbers
of conscripts and offer more generous reen-
listment pay and bonuses to build and retain
a career force. In addition to that would be
the costs of classification, induction, and
enforcement. Such a national conscription
apparatus would have to be even more exten-
sive and draconian today when the case for
the draft—and thus the social consensus
behind it—would be so weak.

In 1982 the Reagan administration’s
Military Manpower Task Force concluded
that a return to the draft would actually hike
budget costs by about $1 billion annually:
“The anticipated cost savings,” stated the
commission, “would probably be illusory.”93

Similar estimates of increased costs from
other studies during the mid-1980s ran from
$1 billion to $1.5 billion.94 A report by the
consulting group Syllogistics, Inc., conclud-
ed that “as a method of personnel procure-
ment, an active force draft could be quite
costly compared to today’s AVF.”95

Conscription would also make the mili-
tary less efficient because the services
would make less effort to use productively
their most valuable resource: manpower.
Before becoming navy secretary, Richard
Danzig observed that “when it receives peo-
ple at no cost, the military, like most insti-
tutions when this happens, tends to treat
them as if they were virtually of no
worth.”96 Thus, the advent of the AVF
caused manpower analyst Kenneth Coffey
to propose more carefully calibrated mobi-
lization and deployment policies to meet
the threat of a Warsaw Pact invasion.97

The existence of a draft also affects bat-
tlefield tactics. The availability of essential-
ly endless supplies of manpower allowed
the North in the Civil War and most of the
countries participating in World War I to
undertake those bloody wars of attrition. In
the latter conflict, British prime minister
David Lloyd George raged, “The generals
could not be expected to judge the issue
dispassionately. Their reckless wastage of
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the man power so lavishly placed at their
disposal also vitiated their judgement.”98

To constrain the generals, Lloyd George
limited troop reinforcements.

Imposing Unfair Social Costs

A draft would generate significant social
costs. The Vietnam era demonstrated that
the price of avoidance activities and econom-
ic dislocations is substantial. Conscription
created an entire opposition industry, replete
with emigration, early marriages, unneces-
sary schooling, inefficient employment, and
political violence. In short, a draft increases
total costs for society and then shifts the bur-
den—said to be too high for everyone to
bear—to a few 18-year-old conscripts.

If the government wants to save money, it
might as well draft civilian defense workers or
postal employees instead of military person-
nel. In fact, Rep. James Wadsworth (R-N.Y.), a
sponsor of the Selective Service and Training
Act of 1940, subsequently proposed a civilian
industrial draft: “Every civilian adult in the
United States otherwise competent and with
certain liberal exemption owes it as a duty to
serve in a civilian capacity where he or she is
most needed.”99

Conscription Would Not Make the
Military More “Representative”

The question of “representativeness”
involves a hideous tangle of issues. The
notion that the military is dominated by
ignorant minorities and lower-class whites
is both grossly offensive and a ridiculous
myth.100 In general, the AVF has a few more
African-Americans, high school graduates,
above-average students, and members of
the middle class and slightly fewer college
graduates, Hispanics, and members of the
under- and upper-classes. The military is
quintessentially middle America. (See Appen-
dix, Tables 2–8.)

More specifically, virtually all members of
the armed forces—active and selected
reserves—have high school diplomas (or their

equivalent) compared with just 79 percent of
the comparable population of youth. Prac-
tically all new recruits fall in the top three
AFQT categories in contrast with 69 percent
of their civilian counterparts. Furthermore,
new soldiers read at a higher level than civil-
ian youth of the same age.

Almost all officers have at least a bac-
calaureate degree.101 Fewer enlistees have
college degrees than their civilian counter-
parts, but roughly similar numbers are col-
lege capable. Young recruits join the mili-
tary when others their age are attending
university. But the SAT scores of new enlis-
tees suggest that they are qualified to
attend a representative sample of col-
leges.102 Past surveys have found servicemen
to have higher educational aspirations than
do comparable civilians. 

As for socioeconomic status, Sue Berry-
man of Columbia University reports that it is
incontestable that enlistees “do not come from
the more marginal groups on any of four dimen-
sions: family socioeconomic status, mea-
sured verbal and quantitative abilities, educa-
tional achievement, and work orientation.”103

The Pentagon makes much the same point:

Analysis of Vietnam era veterans
indicated that individuals of high
socioeconomic status comprised
about half the proportion of draftees
compared to their representation in
the overall population. Three system-
atic analyses of the socioeconomic
composition of accessions during
the volunteer period suggest that lit-
tle has changed with the all-volun-
teer force. All found that members of
the military tended to come from
backgrounds that were somewhat
lower in socioeconomic status than
the U.S. average, but that the differ-
ences between the military and the
comparison groups were relatively
modest. These results have been con-
firmed in recent editions of this
report, which portray a socioeco-
nomic composition of enlisted acces-
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sions similar to the population as a
whole, but with the top quartile of
the population underrepresented.
While the socioeconomic status of
recruits is slightly lower than the
general population, today’s recruits
have higher levels of education, mea-
sured aptitudes, and reading skills
than their civilian counterparts.104

As stated earlier, it is true that fewer
American political leaders have served in the
military today than served in the past. But
that largely reflects the passing of the World
War II generation—a very high percentage of
young men were drawn into the military
between 1941 and 1945 and again during the
Korean War between 1950 and 1953—instead
of the end of conscription. World War II
alone generated 16 million veterans. In con-
trast, only 2.5 million men and women
served in Vietnam. And although most of the
baby boomers in positions of authority
today—from the president on down—were
subject to the draft, many avoided it.

Moreover, the World War II generation
was unique in American history; the only
other time an entire generation served in
the military was during the Civil War.
During most of the nation’s history, the
military was appropriately small, and the
number of national leaders who had served
in it was few. No ill effects were obvious at
the time: no Praetorian elite grew up among
the military, nor did civilian leaders wan-
tonly squander soldiers’ lives.

Despite the endless—and endlessly fero-
cious—arguments over representativeness,
the most important point may be how little
conscription would affect the composition of
today’s force. Newly enlisted accessions fell
from 405,650 in FY73 to 167,287 in FY95. In
FY97 the military added 188,895 new
recruits, or about 13 percent of the total force
of 1.4 million. (See Appendix, Table 9.) Since
few draftees reenlist, conscription would
change primarily the composition of this
small, transient pool of new recruits.

And even there the change would be min-

imal. More than 3.8 million men and women
turn 18 every year (that number will exceed 4
million early next century). Assume a draft of
men only: just 9.5 percent of those eligible
would end up in uniform, which is a far lower
percentage than in years past.105 (See
Appendix, Table 10.) Moreover, some ana-
lysts have criticized the “blatant discrimina-
tion” of male-only registration and conscrip-
tion.106 In a draft of men and women, the
percentage of those chosen from the avail-
able pool would be less than 5 percent.

Whether 5 or 10 percent, such a small,
selective sample would include only a few
more college graduates and sons of the elite
(along with less-able men whom the military
currently rejects) than does the current group
of new enlistees. But the number of con-
scripts would fall even further if volunteers
were still accepted—not to accept them would
be inane. Unless pay for new soldiers were
reduced to “cigarette money”—unlikely, given
the obvious unfairness of being one of so few
selected—the number of draftees could be as
low as 10 or 20 thousand annually.107 As a
result, the overall change in the representa-
tiveness of the military would be nil.108

Draft and Foreign Policy
Adventurism

Which kind of force is the most effective
constraint on foreign policy adventurism?
Advocates of conscription usually contend
that a draft, by imposing casualties on all
groups in society, limits the inducement for
foreign intervention. For instance, Joseph
Califano—who worked for Presidents
Lyndon Johnson and Jimmy Carter—con-
tends that “the all-volunteer force has made
it too easy for a president to order American
troops and aircraft into wars and dangerous
‘peacekeeping’ adventures.”109

Similarly, USA Today columnist Walter
Shapiro, a Vietnam dove turned Kosovo
hawk, worries that “dividing my time
between upscale enclaves in Manhattan and
Washington, I do not have any friends
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whose sons or daughters have enlisted in
the armed forces, let alone are at risk in
Kosovo. It is troubling that the volunteer
military has left me so isolated from the
brave men and women who are on the front
lines of America’s crusade against ethnic
cleansing.”110

In contrast, Charles Moskos of North-
western University argues that the lack of a
draft—and a consequent sense of national
commitment—reduces political support for a
significant number of combat deaths.111 But
most likely it is the absence of important
national goals that can be advanced only
through military action and not the absence
of a political consensus formed around a
conscript military that militates against
heavy casualties. Quite simply, in the public’s
mind, no recent intervention or proposed
intervention has warranted accepting a sig-
nificant number of combat deaths.

For reasons different from those offered
by Moskos, experience suggests that the AVF
is a powerful constraint on militarism.
During the Vietnam War conscription pro-
vided the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon
administrations with a ready supply of man-
power to follow increasingly unpopular poli-
cies. Only after years of mounting casualties
did public opposition, inflamed by the exis-
tence of the draft, grow sufficiently to end
the war. Similar was the experience in France,
where a conscript military was eventually
used to fight an unpopular colonial war in
Algeria; that conscript military even inter-
vened in domestic French politics.112 Had the
United States relied on a volunteer force in
Vietnam, however, average American young
people—who bore the greatest cost of the
fighting—could have ultimately halted the
war by refusing to join.

Moreover, as noted earlier, the AVF repre-
sents mainstream America. Indeed, reliance
on the reserves during the Persian Gulf War
immediately spread the impact of George
Bush’s decision to go to war to all sectors of
society, including the professional classes.113

The public seems to accept frequent deploy-
ments today only because they have so far

generated few casualties, not because
America is employing a force of military pro-
fessionals.

In fact, the concern about maintaining
Washington’s new commitments in Bosnia
and elsewhere demonstrates that today’s
advocates of conscription see the draft as a
means of maintaining unpopular and
unnecessary deployments. Far from allow-
ing political leaders to prosecute elitist wars
without popular support, the AVF is start-
ing to constrain officials who want to
undertake just such endeavors. Should sig-
nificant casualties occur in the occupation
of Kosovo or intervention elsewhere, poten-
tial recruits could transform Washington’s
strategy by refusing to join.

National Disservice

A number of people have long sought to
link conscription to national service, thus
creating a universal draft.114 Thomas Ricks
proposes one example: “Along the lines of the
current German system, youths could be
given the choice of performing, say, eighteen
months of military service or two years of
public service.”115 Other advocates are less
specific. Steven Waldman, formerly a staffer
at the Corporation for National Service,
argues, “Whether or not it is compulsory,
some form of national service should be
universal.”116

However, national service would offer no
additional advantages to the military.
Although the system would be “fair” because
everyone had to serve, there is no reason to
believe that the government could efficiently
employ millions of 18-year-olds. Rational
people should tremble at the prospect of
turning those lives over to Washington.117

The practical difficulties with such a system
would be overwhelming.118

Furthermore, it is one thing to drag some-
one into uniform under penalty of prison to
defend the nation; it is quite another to do so
to clean parks or bedpans. Advocates of
national service treat constitutional liberties
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with criminal contempt. As then-military
conscription advocate Philip Gold rightly
argued more than a decade ago, the proposal
for mandatory civilian service was “utterly
pernicious, not only in its desire to insure
equity by spreading hardship, but also for its
attempt to use conscription for social engi-
neering. If the military claim is to have any
validity, it must remain unique.”119

Civilian conscription could also degrade
military effectiveness either by creating com-
petition for quality recruits or by overloading
the services with unnecessary personnel. For
instance, there is evidence that universal ser-
vice has harmed Israel’s military, resulting “in
a bloated officer corps as well as an under-
trained and unready army in which many
conscripts have no real jobs.”120 In addition
to creating other problems, large-scale volun-
tary national service programs would almost
certainly divert bright young people from the
military.121 Even today’s limited AmeriCorps
may be having an adverse effect on military
recruitment: more than half of young men
surveyed opine that “AmeriCorps and other
programs offer better ways to get money for
college.”122 Yet the president recently pro-
posed to double the number of participants
in that program.

Unfair and Stupid

The result of a renewed draft would be to
substitute some people who do not want to
serve for some who do. Reinstituting con-
scription would add to the armed services a
few brighter soldiers along with many who
were less bright. The draft would be socially
disruptive and economically costly; it would
harm military cohesion, discipline, and reten-
tion. Finally, conscription would be grossly
unfair to the few 18-year-olds who found
themselves unwillingly in uniform while a
vast majority of their compatriots went
about their lives as before.

A justification for such a policy is hard
to conjure up. At least a legitimate, though
unconvincing, argument could be made for

conscription if it were to be universal and
directed at preventing a new “Dark Ages”—
as Philip Gold once contended.123 It is
much harder to make a case for taking at
most 9.5 percent of 18-year-old males when
no serious international threats beckon.
Only two arguments appear to have any
force at all.

New Commitments
The first is that only with a draft can

America fulfill all of its new commitments: in
Bosnia, Haiti, Macedonia, Somalia, Kosovo,
and who knows where else in the coming
years. Today soldiers are understandably less
than enthusiastic about serving in such
places. The only criterion for U.S. interven-
tion in those conflicts appears to be that no
serious American interest be involved.

Whatever the merits may be of what
Johns Hopkins University professor Michael
Mandelbaum has derisively called “foreign
policy as social work,”124 no justification exists
for forcing young Americans into uniform to
undertake that task.125 For most of America’s
history, the only argument for compulsion
was that a draft was necessary to preserve
the United States from a threat. Indeed,
when Congress reinstated the draft in 1940,
the deployment of conscripts was limited to
U.S. possessions or the Western Hemis-
phere.126 For years Britain and France followed
a similar policy. The former maintained its
global empire through volunteers and moved
to coercion only during World War I; the lat-
ter originally restricted the use of draftees in
its ill-fated colonial adventures in Vietnam
and Algeria. Observes Philip Gold, “Only the
United States, among democracies, has
assumed since World War II that draftees
could be sent anywhere to do anything.”127

Again, advocates of conscription are pushing
for a draft to sustain precisely the most frivo-
lous of America’s commitments.

However, 18-year-old Americans have no
duty to suit up to patrol a new colonial
empire, attempt to mend failed societies,
rebuild Humpty Dumpty states, and settle
ancient quarrels. What better evidence is
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there that such conflicts are not worth the
bones of a single healthy American rifle-
man than the refusal of a free people in a
free society to enlist for such duty. One
could be forgiven for believing that much
of the limited support for undertaking
such new roles, at least in the Pentagon, has
more to do with institutional self-preserva-
tion than with national defense.128

Even Washington’s more serious commit-
ments are no argument for conscription. For
example, the United States maintains 100,000
soldiers in Europe to defend against phan-
tom divisions of the Red Army. Britain,
France, and Germany together spend more
on the military than does Russia. Japan is the
second-ranking global economic power and
faces no serious security threats; South Korea
possesses nearly 30 times the GDP of its com-
munist North Korean antagonist. It is hard
to make a serious argument on the basis of
national interest for the presence of any U.S.
troops in those regions—especially a presence
provided by a draft.129

Moral Duties
The second argument with any resonance

is that conscription would instill a sense of
the moral duties of citizenship. That con-
tention deserves to be taken seriously because
we all do have important moral obligations
to one another.

However, those duties are owed to others
in society—not to the state. And they are
owed by everyone, not just the 18-year-old
males who would most likely be drafted. It is
all too convenient for leaders well beyond
draft age to sit in the comfort of their offices
(in Congress, think tanks, or newspapers)
and pontificate about the duty of young peo-
ple to serve everyone else. In one discussion
years ago, Gen. William Westmoreland ex-
plained that it would be a “privilege” to be
conscripted to serve;130 such a privilege should
be enjoyed first and foremost with those
advocating a draft.

Moreover, a volunteer military places the
defense burden on all citizens. Through the
AVF, society issues a call to patriotic youth

to join the military, while sending the bill to
everyone—old and young alike. At the same
time, as a free people we withhold from gov-
ernment the extraordinary (and dangerous)
power to order its citizens to fight and die.
That is the proper way for a republic dedi-
cated to the protection of individual liberty
to defend itself.

Is military service nevertheless needed to
teach citizenship values? If those values are
not instilled by family, church, community,
and school during childhood and adoles-
cence, it is unlikely that they will be during a
couple of years of forced service in the Army.
Decades of peacetime conscription did not
convince Americans that the war in Vietnam
involved a vital national interest. The French
army found that it was unable to impose
upon draftees the high command’s belief
that Algeria should be considered part of the
French homeland.131 Nor should we want the
military to forcibly transmit a particular set
of values. The armed forces are a tool to
defend a free society, not a mechanism to
indoctrinate a free people.

Separate from the issue of conscription is
peacetime draft registration. Peacetime regis-
tration has been justified as a form of insur-
ance, should an emergency arise. However,
through postmobilization registration, Ameri-
ca made a smooth transition to conscription in
1917 and 1940. With the advances in technol-
ogy and transportation that have occurred in
succeeding decades, ongoing registration is
obsolete; indeed, given the high mobility of
young men, a postmobilization system would
be more accurate and thus more fair. Today’s
proponents of registration have been reduced
to silly arguments; for example, that registra-
tion will help combat the threat of nuclear
proliferation. Such an argument presumes
that an outdated list of untrained 18- to 24-
year-olds is a more fearsome deterrent than
thousands of U.S. nuclear warheads.132

What to Do?

There is no gainsaying that the AVF has
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problems with recruiting and retention.
And such difficulties are likely to persist to
some degree in the future: there are fewer
16- to 19-year-olds than a decade ago, and
fewer of them are unemployed in today’s
strong economy. Twenty percent more go
to college today than did a decade ago.
Pacific Fleet commander Admiral Clemins
says, “We’re now finding out what an all-
volunteer force costs when there is zero
unemployment.”133 In a world where
America rides high and faces no obvious
security threats, even the most patriotic
young people are likely to see civilian jobs
as a good alternative to military service.134

Moreover, Maj. Gen. Garry Parks, com-
manding general of the Marine Corps
Recruiting Command, reports that “negative
sociological trends, such as increased drug
and alcohol experimentation and abuse, bro-
ken families, and lack of physical fitness
preparation, are problematic areas that nega-
tively influence the national pool of available
young people.”135 The Pentagon also points
to the decline in the number of family mem-
bers and friends who have served and thus
“impart knowledge and endorse the profes-
sion of arms as an option.”136

What, then, to do? Obvious steps include
adding recruiters, increasing advertising, and
improving marketing. Moreover, better
screening and preparation of recruits might
reduce attrition. Such measures would help,
but the challenge facing the military is more
fundamental.

Most important, Washington should
return to a foreign policy appropriate for a
republic rather than an empire. Deputy
Defense Secretary John Hamre argued last
year, “We can’t afford to get any smaller.”137

But even substantial cuts would leave
America with the globe’s strongest military,
especially if the military more effectively
transformed itself for a new age. Philip Gold
complains that “the present military is an
Industrial Age, labor-intensive structure ill-
suited to 21st-century technologies and
threats. Properly organized, equipped and
with more superfluous bases closed and

many support functions privatized, it could
easily drop to 1.2 million or less.”138

At issue, then, is not U.S. security but the
security of Washington’s allies and clients.
The Cold War deformed America’s tradition-
al reluctance to get entangled in overseas
conflicts and brought with it the only
peacetime draft in U.S. history not presag-
ing an imminent “hot” war. Excessive U.S.
involvement continues today. Army spokesman
Lt. Col. Lew Boone explains that “our basic
doctrine is still to fight two nearly simultane-
ous wars.”139 However, the end of hegemonic
communism—the Soviet Union, the Warsaw
Pact, the global network of Soviet surrogates,
and ideologically aggressive regimes like
Maoist China—has largely eliminated the
threat to U.S. allies in Europe and East Asia.
At the same time, America’s friends have
become populous, prosperous, and quite
capable of defending themselves from any
conceivable threats in the near future.140

Thus, Washington should be phasing out
antiquated alliances and treaties and down-
sizing its forces accordingly. Such steps
should be taken over time and in consulta-
tion with America’s allies. The United States
should move from being meddler of first
resort to being balancer of last resort. The
first line of defense should be provided by
allied states—with a still-powerful but small-
er American military in reserve for use
against a hegemonic threat that couldn’t be
contained by friendly nations.141

Furthermore, the United States should
drop its potpourri of nonsensical New World
Order commitments—namely, trying to
build a nonexistent nation in Bosnia and set-
tling a brutal civil war in Kosovo. Although
Secretary of State Madeleine Albright claims
that even she doesn’t expect America to be
“the world’s policeman,” as of March 1, 1999,
President Clinton had deployed U.S. forces
more than 46 times—almost four times as
often as did President Bush and three times
as often as did President Reagan.142 Occu-
pation of the Serbian province of Kosovo is
hard to consider as anything other than play-
ing globocop. If the Europeans or Asians
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want to go to war for such purposes, let
them. But there is no need for the United
States to take on such a neoimperialistic role.

Returning to a more traditional, re-
strained international role would reduce
pressure on the American armed forces.
With a smaller force (under 1 million) less
frequently deployed, the Pentagon would
need fewer personnel—fewer first termers,
careerists, NCOs, and officers. Thus, both
recruiting and retention problems would
disappear. George Wilson admits that
dropping strategically superfluous com-
mitments is an obvious alternative to his
proposal for a selective draft, but, he argues,
“nobody is talking seriously about doing
that.”143 It is time to do just that.

The prospect of not attempting to man-
age the globe horrifies some observers.
Defense Secretary William Cohen contends,
“We have to assume a great deal of burden
in this world.”144 Gordon Sullivan admits
that “no one wants to return to the draft”
but goes on to say that “neither can the
nation avoid its role as the world’s sole
superpower, unless it is willing to accept the
greater risks associated with a more isola-
tionist foreign policy.”145

Sullivan has the relationship exactly
wrong, however. The risks associated with
entanglement are far greater than those
resulting from nonintervention. George
Tenet, director of the Central Intelligence
Agency, cites a number of international dan-
gers.146 Former vice president Dan Quayle
has made much the same argument.147

Robert Maginnis of the Family Research
Council paints the picture of a dangerous
world most dramatically:

Further downsizing the military is
not an option. The post–Cold War
world is increasingly dangerous. The
Chinese, for example, are quickly
building an offensive capability and
are threatening U.S. interests in Asia.
Now is not the time to abandon our
friends like Taiwan, Japan and South
Korea. China and Russia are selling

military weapons and technologies
to rogue nations, such as Iran, Iraq,
and North Korea, which threaten
American interests. Conflicts in the
Balkans, the Persian Gulf, Africa, and
South America threaten U.S. inter-
ests as well. Terrorism and global
crime syndicates require military
monitoring.148

The vision of an embattled America
sounds plausible—if one believes that the
United States is acting alone in a hostile
world. But Maginnis’s case collapses when
one remembers that America’s adversaries
face a Washington-dominated coalition
that accounts for 80 percent of the globe’s
military spending and encompasses all of
the most economically and technologically
advanced nations. Vague threats to
“American interests” pale in comparison
with the danger posed by the Soviet Union
during the Cold War.

The countries presenting the most seri-
ous risks of war for America today, such as
in Iraq and North Korea, are declining in
strength.149 Moreover, those threats are
directed not at the United States itself but
primarily at its allies, which are far more
prosperous than most of their potential
adversaries (compare, for example, South
and North Korea, Western Europe and
Russia, and Japan and China).

Most recent U.S. deployments of troops
overseas, such as those in Bosnia and Kosovo,
have nothing to do with U.S. security. The
Yugoslavian civil war lasted longer than
World War I without expanding because
major powers established firebreaks to war
instead of allowing alliances to act as trans-
mission belts for war, as they did in 1914.
Terrorism, too, is more likely to result from
U.S. involvement overseas. As much as other
groups or nations may dislike or even hate
American values, they are unlikely to strike
out violently unless Washington is seeking to
impose its will on them.150

Would the larger world order turn nasty
without constant U.S. meddling abroad?
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Robert Kagan of the Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace complains, “If we’re
not shaping the world, there are other, more
dangerous people who’d like to step in and
take our place.”151 Although they might like
to do so, those dangerous factions possess lit-
tle ability to do so. Slobodan Milosevic is an
egregious demagogue and thug, but a new
world order is not his concern. Indeed, the
many civil wars in the Balkans are the long-
term results of Woodrow Wilson’s ill-fated
attempt to shape the world by entering
World War I. In short, those who want to
impose a “Pax Americana” offer few benefits
in return for the high costs, including pres-
sure for a return to conscription.

Military Culture

Another contentious issue is preserving
(or perhaps restoring) the military’s unique
culture. The armed forces have always been
different. Wall Street Journal reporter Thomas
Ricks writes, “Soldiers and their families give
up many freedoms to this all-encompassing
society.”152 Indeed, cultural differences between
the military and the civilian world have
made it more difficult for some of those
leaving military service to find civilian work.153

Yet something seems to be changing:
although the propensity for women between
16 and 21 to enlist remained unchanged
between 1991 and 1994, that of young men
dropped by a third.154 Elaine Donnelly, presi-
dent of the Center for Military Readiness,
worries that “there is something wrong with
the changes in the culture of the military that
is turning off young men, and young men are
the primary market.”155

How much of its fundamental appeal the
military has lost is a matter of serious
debate.156 Some people argue that issues like
money and deployments are relatively unim-
portant; the real problem is “that the military
as an institution is being eroded.”157

Part of that problem is whether service
in the military has become more of an occu-
pation than an institution. In particular,

recruiting appeals are now directed more to
self-actualization than to service. Another
issue is promotion: are soldiers promoted
on the basis of their competence in man-
agement or in combat?158

Journalist James Fallows, among others,
has blamed the AVF for civilianizing the mil-
itary—that is, “converting its operating prin-
ciples to those of the workaday world.”159 Yet
it is inconceivable that the military, especially
the kind of conscript force that draft advo-
cates say would be so representative of soci-
ety, could have been kept isolated from larger
currents in America. It would be hard enough
to convince the public to countenance con-
scription; it would be impossible to convince
the public to force the unfortunate few draftees
to live on a base, avoid marrying, and abstain
from the temptations of consumerism.

Moreover, it is our being at peace—not vol-
untarism—that raises questions about who
gets promoted and why. Peacetime militaries
are rarely well prepared for war. The AVF is
no different from its predecessors—for exam-
ple, the conscript force that was badly
mauled in the early days of the Korean War.

A related concern is the transformation of
the military’s mission from fighting wars to
international social engineering: peacekeep-
ing, peacemaking, humanitarian relief, and
more. Such missions, temporarily at least,
degrade the fighting capacity of military
units160 and may very well have a long-term
corrosive impact on the armed services. John
Hillen of the Center for Strategic and
International Studies, a former Army officer
who served in the Gulf War, observes, “I have
yet to run into anybody who joined because
they wanted to be a peacekeeper.”161

As they shrink the military’s role, policy-
makers should consider those attributes of
military service that have for centuries led
patriotic young people to risk all on behalf
their fellow citizens. That analysis requires a
serious review of recruiting appeals, promo-
tion practices, training programs, service
education, military missions, and much
more. The armed services might better
emphasize how they are different from civil-
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ian work—“the real meaning of military ser-
vice and the intangible personal growth
attributes intrinsic to it.”162 Obviously a mar-
ket exists for tough service: the Marine Corps
alone continues to enjoy recruiting success.

Other Policy Changes

Micro, as well as macro, policy could
improve the manpower picture of the armed
services. The military is a tough life, especial-
ly for soldiers and their families stationed
overseas. The Navy has been making a con-
certed effort to improve shipboard life; the
early results seem positive, but there are obvi-
ous limits to such an approach.163 Also, the
uniqueness of the institution and mission
requires special consideration when design-
ing compensation and benefits.

Policymakers need to think creatively
about how best to alleviate narrower grade
and skill shortages. Charles Moskos suggests
using shorter-term enlistments to draw in
single soldiers interested in a little adven-
ture.164 His idea has merit. In interviews in
focus groups, many young men objected to
lengthy terms (four to five years) and the con-
comitant “interruption of life.”165 However, a
downside of his proposal is that short-term
tours increase military costs because
turnover—and thus recruiting and training
expenses—rises. In addition, military units
are also disrupted by a loss of cohesion and
increased costs. Thus, according to Army
spokesman Lt. Col. Jamie Sullivan, “The
problem is, it’s not cost-effective.”166

More use of civilians and lower standards
for military recruits should be considered as
a way of alleviating recruiting and retention
pressures. Of course, both measures are con-
troversial: Representative Buyer, who chairs
the House National Security Committee’s
Subcommittee on Military Personnel, warns
that the latter presents “a very costly and dan-
gerous risk to military readiness that must be
avoided.”167 Another proposal—with obvious
counterarguments—comes from Rep. Duncan
Hunter (R-Calif.), who suggests that some

roles in an increasingly high-tech force could
be filled by people with one or more physical
disabilities.168

Across-the-board pay hikes may also be
justified, given the Pentagon’s contention
that soldiers are paid 13 percent less than
civilians doing comparable work.169 Con-
versely, some studies suggest that soldiers are
not underpaid.170 However, general raises
would do little to solve the military’s specific
problems, such as low recruitment and pilot
retention. For them, targeted approaches are
more likely to be successful.171

To address the problem of retention, the
administration has proposed a $3 billion
package: a 4.4 percent across-the-board
hike, combined with greater increases for
some midcareer officers and NCOs and a
retirement raise.172 However, pay and bene-
fit raises like those need not require increas-
es in the Pentagon’s budget, whether the
president’s extra $12.6 billion for the year
2000, Bill Kristol and Robert Kagan’s
desired extra $60 billion to $80 billion
annually, or Frank Gaffney’s incredible pro-
posal for an extra $100 billion a year.173 Any
pay and benefit increases could be financed
through reductions in unnecessary bases,
weapons, and force structure.174 (A host of
wasteful domestic programs, such as corpo-
rate welfare, should also be candidates for
elimination.)175

Equally important, civilian society should
speak well of the military and encourage
military service. (A recent example is the
effort of Janet Cohen, wife of the defense
secretary, to boost soldiers’ morale.)176

Indeed, just as voters in some states look to
community service—such as time spent in
the volunteer fire department—as a criteri-
on for election to office, so could voters
consider service in the military. A willing-
ness to join the armed forces should not be
the only or the most important factor in
choosing political leaders, but voters con-
cerned about representativeness in the
armed forces could treat military service as
one indication of a candidate’s commit-
ment to the larger community.
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Conclusion

It is important never to forget that the
military is a means to an end—not an end in
itself. The purpose of America’s armed forces
is to defend a free society built on respect for
and protection of individual liberty. Ulti-
mately, the preservation of liberty is the most
important reason to reject conscription.

A draft would be costly, especially to the
military. More basic, however, conscription
would be incompatible with the govern-
ment’s duty to protect the individual liber-

ty of the American people. A renewed draft
would destroy the very values that it pur-
ports to save.

Appendix

All the tables come from the Office of
the Assistant Secretary of Defense for Force
Management Policy, Population Representa-
tion in the Military Services Fiscal Year 1997
(Washington: U.S. Department of Defense,
November 1998).
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Table 4

High-Quality
a

Enlisted Accessions by Service, FY73 to FY97 (as total number and percentage 
of enlistments)
_________________________________________________________________________________________

Service

Marine
Fiscal Army Navy Corps Air Force Total DoD
Year # % # % # % # % # %
_________________________________________________________________________________________

1973 63,476 37.4 43,174 46.1 12,190 24.9 54,751 58.5 173,591 42.8
1974 55,770 31.0 39,526 43.9 12,999 28.7 43,144 58.8 151,439 39.0
1975 68,464 38.0 48,535 49.3 18,320 32.1 46,819 63.4 182,138 44.5
1976 64,739 36.2 51,465 56.3 22,920 44.5 51,891 72.5 191,015 48.6
1977 39,688 18.3 42,360 32.8 14,097 24.5 38,128 41.7 134,273 27.1
1978 28,496 23.3 29,270 37.5 10,961 28.7 31,980 47.7 100,707 33.0
1979 23,747 18.5 27,710 36.0 10,586 27.3 28,850 43.3 90,893 29.3
1980 32,483 20.5 38,982 44.0 14,705 34.9 39,776 55.6 125,946 34.9
1981 30,258 27.7 34,968 40.7 14,179 36.5 36,241 51.4 115,646 38.0
1982 45,300 37.7 34,906 43.6 15,246 40.2 37,653 56.0 133,105 43.6
1983 58,062 43.8 39,021 52.8 16,592 45.3 39,452 65.5 153,127 50.5
1984 59,342 45.8 40,771 52.8 18,161 46.4 40,744 68.9 159,018 52.1
1985 58,328 49.0 40,201 48.5 16,567 48.7 43,371 66.8 158,467 52.7
1986 65,880 52.0 41,084 46.5 20,513 59.2 43,925 68.6 171,402 54.6
1987 69,676 57.9 45,676 52.1 20,630 61.5 41,374 75.7 177,356 59.9
1988 61,836 58.5 46,294 51.6 22,399 64.1 33,105 81.2 163,634 60.4
1989 60,242 53.7 41,949 46.8 20,689 62.8 35,825 83.0 158,705 57.1
1990 51,749 61.2 37,708 53.4 20,130 61.2 30,151 84.3 139,738 62.4
1991 55,353 71.3 41,035 59.9 19,451 65.6 25,135 84.5 140,974 68.6
1992 58,514 76.4 37,760 64.6 21,872 68.8 29,274 84.1 147,420 73.1
1993 47,741 64.6 39,797 63.0 22,734 65.4 24,638 78.7 134,910 66.4
1994 39,329 64.1 33,526 62.7 20,045 63.1 23,588 79.3 116,488 66.0
1995 36,494 63.6 28,059 59.5 19,842 62.1 25,355 82.4 109,750 65.6
1996 42,595 60.9 26,935 58.4 20,054 61.7 24,702 80.9 114,286 63.8
1997 43,754 57.6 30,165 61.4 20,974 61.8 23,314 77.4 118,207 62.6
_________________________________________________________________________________________

a
High-quality individuals are high school graduates who are in AFQT categories I through IIIA.
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Table 5
Enlisted Accessions by Race/Ethnicity with Civilian Comparison Group, FY73 to FY97 (as percentage of
enlistments)
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Fiscal DoD 18- to 24-Year-Old Civilians
Year White Black Hispanic Other Total White Black Hispanic Other Total
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

1973 76.70 17.09 5.41 0.79 100.00 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
1974 72.12 20.87 5.62 1.39 100.00 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
1975 74.98 17.89 5.34 1.79 100.00 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
1976 67.93 13.16 17.74 1.17 100.00 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A
1977 71.63 20.15 6.06 2.16 100.00 80.18 12.20 5.86 1.75 100.00
1978 68.69 22.91 6.10 2.31 100.00 79.69 12.33 6.13 1.86 100.00
1979 65.22 25.86 6.30 2.63 100.00 79.40 12.42 6.27 1.91 100.00
1980 70.34 22.06 4.71 2.90 100.00 78.22 12.56 6.71 2.50 100.00
1981 74.03 19.12 4.00 2.86 100.00 77.51 12.80 7.08 2.61 100.00
1982 74.82 18.83 3.57 2.79 100.00 77.33 13.05 7.00 2.62 100.00
1983 75.63 17.97 3.55 2.86 100.00 76.97 13.31 7.05 2.67 100.00
1984 74.81 18.26 3.83 3.10 100.00 76.48 13.55 7.15 2.81 100.00
1985 74.26 18.58 3.73 3.43 100.00 75.37 13.47 8.24 2.92 100.00
1986 73.16 19.10 4.19 3.55 100.00 74.32 13.55 9.25 2.87 100.00
1987 71.96 19.82 5.10 3.12 100.00 73.51 13.67 9.84 2.97 100.00
1988 70.35 20.80 5.63 3.21 100.00 72.80 13.66 10.24 3.30 100.00
1989 69.04 21.60 6.20 3.16 100.00 72.14 13.68 10.68 3.50 100.00
1990 69.29 20.66 6.95 3.11 100.00 71.88 13.93 10.80 3.39 100.00
1991 73.00 16.49 7.25 3.26 100.00 71.15 14.07 11.13 3.65 100.00
1992 72.52 16.60 7.59 3.29 100.00 70.60 14.19 11.33 3.89 100.00
1993 72.33 16.68 7.56 3.43 100.00 70.14 14.32 11.54 4.00 100.00
1994 70.72 17.93 7.68 3.68 100.00 68.68 14.23 13.01 4.09 100.00
1995 68.29 18.42 9.01 4.27 100.00 68.19 14.27 13.92 3.62 100.00
1996 66.10 19.14 9.81 4.96 100.00 66.61 14.40 14.29 4.70 100.00
1997 64.40 19.89 9.77 5.95 100.00 66.11 14.35 14.51 5.03 100.00
______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Note: Civilian data prior to 1989 represent calendar year.
Rows may not add to totals because of rounding.
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Table 9
Enlisted Accessions by Service, FY73 to FY97 (as total number and 
percentage of enlistments)
__________________________________________________________________________________________

Service

Marine
Fiscal Army Navy Corps Air Force Total DoD
Year # % # % # % # % # %
__________________________________________________________________________________________

1973 169,517 41.79 93,648 23.09 48,946 12.07 93,539 23.06 405,650 100.00
1974 179,968 46.30 90,051 23.17 45,323 11.66 73,376 18.88 388,718 100.00
1975 180,311 44.00 98,455 24.03 57,122 13.94 73,870 18.03 409,758 100.00
1976 178,916 45.48 91,380 23.23 51,484 13.09 71,582 18.20 393,362 100.00
1977 216,883 43.81 129,280 26.11 57,579 11.63 91,367 18.45 495,109 100.00
1978 122,399 40.05 78,060 25.54 38,146 12.48 67,039 21.93 305,644 100.00
1979 128,289 41.29 76,980 24.78 38,726 12.46 66,684 21.46 310,679 100.00
1980 158,630 43.97 88,536 24.54 42,085 11.67 71,494 19.82 360,745 100.00
1981 109,209 35.86 85,995 28.24 38,830 12.75 70,472 23.14 304,506 100.00
1982 120,114 39.32 80,095 26.22 37,956 12.43 67,294 22.03 305,459 100.00
1983 132,650 43.71 73,909 24.36 36,628 12.07 60,274 19.86 303,461 100.00
1984 129,682 42.51 77,161 25.29 39,119 12.82 59,101 19.37 305,063 100.00
1985 119,082 39.56 82,930 27.55 34,051 11.31 64,954 21.58 301,017 100.00
1986 126,740 40.39 88,315 28.15 34,669 11.05 64,053 20.41 313,777 100.00
1987 120,376 40.62 87,753 29.61 33,528 11.31 54,668 18.45 296,325 100.00
1988 105,728 38.98 89,779 33.10 34,960 12.89 40,777 15.03 271,244 100.00
1989 112,091 40.35 89,606 32.25 32,941 11.86 43,182 15.54 277,820 100.00
1990 84,516 37.78 70,559 31.54 32,901 14.71 35,749 15.98 223,725 100.00
1991 77,638 37.78 68,472 33.32 29,635 14.42 29,756 14.48 205,501 100.00
1992 76,573 37.98 58,464 29.00 31,768 15.76 34,817 17.27 201,622 100.00
1993 73,937 36.40 63,154 31.09 34,735 17.10 31,289 15.40 203,115 100.00
1994 61,401 34.81 53,496 30.32 31,756 18.00 29,756 16.87 176,409 100.00
1995 57,401 34.31 47,152 28.19 31,946 19.10 30,788 18.40 167,287 100.00
1996 69,910 39.03 46,144 25.76 32,531 18.16 30,548 17.05 179,133 100.00
1997 75,727 40.09 49,131 26.01 33,949 17.97 30,088 15.93 188,895 100.00
______________________________________________________________________________________
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Table 10
Number of 18-Year-Old Youth by Gender and Pentagon’s Accession Requirements,
1950 to 2010 (in thousands)
___________________________________________________________________________

18-Year-Old 18-Year-Old
Civilians Civilians

Accession Accession
Year Male Female Requirements Year Male Female Requirements

1950 1090 1074 1981 2128 2058 301
1951 1049 1036 1982 2107 2030 301
1952 1037 1021 1983 2022 1955 299
1953 1089 1071 1984 1922 1852 305
1954 1075 1060 576 1985 1877 1809 297
1955 1074 1068 623 1986 1849 1774 313
1956 1132 1113 482 1987 1892 1812 295
1957 1148 1126 457 1988 1947 1856 271
1958 1164 1143 367 1989 1994 1894 277
1959 1228 1203 392 1990 1849 1755 223
1960 1323 1289 389 1991 1740 1651 205
1961 1507 1469 395 1992 1696 1615 202
1962 1424 1393 519 1993 1740 1653 203
1963 1409 1377 370 1994 1716 1633 176
1964 1398 1365 477 1995 1796 1710 167
1965 1929 1876 414 1996 1812 1726 179
1966 1792 1743 903 1997 1869 1780 189
1967 1794 1751 770 1998 1965 1872 186
1968 1791 1749 843 1999 1965 1873 187
1969 1858 1818 822 2000 2011 1918 193
1970 1914 1868 632 2001 2016 1922 191
1971 1962 1917 544 2002 1982 1889 199
1972 2010 1966 418 2003 2046 1950 200
1973 2052 2000 406 2004 2060 1962
1974 2078 2024 389 2005 2071 1974
1975 2159 2097 410 2006 2103 2006
1976 2164 2101 283 2007 2156 2053
1977 2159 2099 375 2008 2249 2140
1978 2157 2090 304 2008 2252 2142
1979 2196 2121 307 2010 2220 2113
1980 2156 2089 352
___________________________________________________________________________

Note: Accessions reported for 1954 to 1963 include males only; including females would
increase accessions by less than 2 percent.
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