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his humvee") was quoted as saying, "We liberated Iraq. Now the people here
don't want us here, and guess what? We don't want to be here either! So why
are we still here? Why don't they bring us home?" Another soldier was
quoted as writing in an e-mail, "We have been told twice that we were going
home and twice we have been ordered to stay in Iraq. Our morale is not high
or low. It is non-existent."

Such dissent brought a quick rebuke from the White House. Division officers
on the ground were given strict orders to silence the troops; some found their
careers threatened. General John Abizaid starkly announced, "None of us
that wear this uniform are free to say anything disparaging about the
secretary of defence or the president of the United States."

But the troops on the ground retain their ability to think. The current crisis in
Iraq has revealed that recruiting working class youth into the armed forces
with the lure of economic advancement, essentially an "economic" draft of
the most disadvantaged members of the working class, rather than a society-
wide draft, still does not produce a military ready to fight extensively and
with great suffering for the advancement of an empire. This developing
schism can be nurtured not only by continued education and agitation among
military personnel, but also work among those working class youth who are
still civilians and may yet find themselves recruited to become the
replacement troops for the war-weary still in Iraq.

As these words are being written, the Third Infantry Division has taken the
148th admitted combat fatality of the current war as a young soldier was
blown from his humvee by a land mine. The U.S. press has noted his death
as the fatality which marks the 2003 war as more fatal to U.S. soldiers than
the 1991 war against Iraq. His fellow soldiers may see a deeper meaning.

Matthew Rinaldi
July, 2003
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without being impeded by left resistance. The role of the military in class
society is of crucial importance to the revolutionary movement, as was
tragically demonstrated by the Chilean coup, yet there has been precious
little attention given to developing the theory and practice of military
organizing.

Consequently, the experience of organizing in the U. S. armed
forces during the Vietnam War was fairly unique. It represented an attempt
to radicalize the working class in uniform while it was subjected to particular
pressures, in a period when the working class in civilian life was relatively
dormant. Given this situation, it was not realistic to conceive of this
organizing as an attempt to win armed contingents for the left. Rather, the
goals were two-fold: first, to incapacitate as much as possible the ability of
the U.S. military to carry out its intervention in the Vietnamese revolution;
and second, to stimulate struggle and militancy in a generation of working
class youth.

Some success was achieved in both goals. The disintegration of the
ground forces in Vietnam was a major factor in causing U. S. withdrawal. A
complexity of factors caused this disintegration, ranging from the upsurges
in civilian society to the impact of the Vietnamese revolution, and much of
the breakdown in morale and fighting capacity developed spontaneously.
Nevertheless, the conscious organizing of radicals both in service and out
helped play a catalytic role in this disintegration. The long term effects of
this organizing are still to be determined. The veterans movement, and the
political development of Vietnam Vets Against the War, certainly illustrate
that a durable change of consciousness occurred among thousands of GIs. At
the very least, the military tradition in the U. S. working class suffered a
major setback. More significantly, millions of working class youth who
went through the war years have now returned to civilian jobs and life
situations. To what degree the militancy and consciousness which was
created during this period will be carried on to the civilian class struggle can
only be determined in the years ahead.

Postscript

The U.S. Armed Forces suffered a servere setback in Vietnam. The
rebuilding efforts after 1975 followed the thinking discussed in Olive Drab
Rebels: create an "all-volunteer" army based on pay hikes, college tuition in
exchange for subsequent military enrolment and promises of high quality

41



S
:ore Aoy Jeym ysesun Aoy) Ioyjoym Ing ‘soLmoulIe 9y} ojul eaiq
03} aproap Ajreuy sojoxd oy Joypoym jou SI uonsonb oyJ,, :uonEULIOJSUEH
[e100s JO [9A9] oYy uodn jnq o1s1098In0q oy} Jo 1omod pue UIeld) oy}
Surzros Awwre ueneyd[old Suronbuoos e uo juepuadop j0U SI YOIYMm JO SS900NS
oy, 9[33nns ATeuonnjoAdI YIIM [[9M ISIXI-00 JOU S0P ‘SULIO) [BUONESIUESIO
jspe)s Jo uonesrdar oy Surmbar ‘pue ur o3e3uo s9jeIS Jey) JBQUIOD JO
od£y o st (o3ur pasoduwrooap rem 1AL ystueds oy yorym) soruue ursoddo
U90M}IOq SJUOIJ JO Jem [BUOHUDAUOD Y ‘AWlle UB SB UOIOUNy 0} dNunuod
uay) oy SISIP[OS JO SdNOIT I0A0 UIM 0} JOU - SI[OI PUE SIIYOILIIIY ‘SOINIONINS
unsixa 319Aqns 03 9q prhoys Areyuu oy jsurede pue unpm Juisiuesio
Jo jurod oyJ -Suoim Ajdwis sr , uonnjosdr oy jo soruure, oy jo jed
9q UdY} P[nom YoM 191 9y} 103 syuaduruod pautre, Jo Juruuim oy Suroq
se JuistueSio Arejijiwu jo [eoS djewnn 9y} JO UONESLISORILYD SI]
"A30]09pI }091100 21} [IISUI IO UOT)eSIUBSIO AIBUOIIN[OAJI
Jodoid e ping 03 dIn[iej pue $s90NS JO JOB[ JIAY) JO [9A9] Y} UO AJurew
nq ‘Arejuu oy ur uor[eqar asnisered o3 pary ey sonted pue sdnoi3 ayp
Aq pardope seonoeid oy} JO SWSIONLIO P[IW SWIOS dYBW S0P ] "9Andadsiad
ISIYO] B WOIJ PIsA[eur SI pue ‘OIoUMOs[d o[qe[leAe A[OpIm JOU SI UoIym
UONBWLIOJUI [NJOsSn pue Jursaroul Jo Jo ® sopiaoid )| °s9010J pauLe S
o3 urgIIM 9siueSIo 03 O oY) PuB SUBIIAID ‘SI9Ip[os Aq sydwope Jo Junoooe
Pa[IeI9p © SISO “pL 6] UL paysiqnd pue Ip[eury MOUNEIN AQ USNLIA ‘EBIY
weworA Y, Suumng SurstueSiQ) A1 S[0qoYy qeI-9AIO YL,

‘9[oyM & Se £J9100S Ul UONN[O0AdI pue ATeJI[IW 9y Ul Aunnu
usomioq diysuone[a1 [erudjod ay) Jo sisA[eue 1030q € Sey Ing ,S[0qay qei(]
-QAI[Q 9YL, UBY) WEUIAIA Inoqe [1ejop oiy1oads ssof sopraoxd i) “sdiys oy
woiy K10 9U} OJUI JWOD OYM SOJ)SI[US JO SPUBSNOY) £q POPUSNE MOUS [BABU
oSI1e] B - OO\ 1991, S,00SI0UBIL] UBS J8 SUOISEOO0 SNOLIBA UO JNO PIpuey
JO[JB9] © JO UOISIOA )S9Je[ O} SI SSeIg oy} sselel, ‘IS 9y, 'soouonbosuod
SurtoSuo s} pue ‘AIejI[IW UBOLIOWY OU} UO peY Jem WEUdIA Oy}
ey} 309130 oy} puejsiopun o} jdwone 1oy pajuridor s3xo) om) dYJ,

‘TemeIpyim
Suneluuny [EMUSAS IIOY) JOJ UOSEBII B SB PIOSIOApe AJopim SS9 SI
(1) ,osdefjoo Suryoeordde aje)s e ur, sem , SNOUTINW JEAU JOU dIYM,, ATRJI[IW
SN oW SQL6T A1res ayp Aq jeyy 10e) 9y, "weosneu pe pajeadal I ,WeudIA,
S,0U00WI0S OJUI UIN} O} Jem Jey) Jo siy) 1o} [enudjod oyjp —uorrendod
omsoy Aqrenuasse ue jsurede tem Jendodun A[eonsowop pue pojoenord
e Suny3y uoy) pue A1031119) SurAdnooo ur juaroyul s1aguep oy jo ojdwexa
ue se pasn Ajre[n3or SI WeudlA INOS JO UOISBAUI UBDLIOWY Oy [,

uonINpoIuyf

ov

1y3noy arom siomod ueadoinyg oy) JO Siem [RIUO[OD A} O[IYM ‘FuIziue3io
A1y uo snooy jou pIp Apuonbosuoo pue 1100 Iem oy} payoddns
AJre1ouad somunod ueadoinyg oAnoddsor oyy Ul $)O oY} ‘STem plIom om)
oy Sunmp sorwre ueadoing UIY)IM UOIR)ISE OWOS Sem 1Y) O[IYA\ "WLIO]
JUQIQHIP & UI Jem SIU) JO UONENUNUOD & AJuanbasuoos sem JurziueSio oy pue
‘UonNJOADI S} JO SOIULIE A} PUL SIIULIE 91€)S USOMIOQ UON)BIUOIJUOD ATR)I[I
10011p Jo spotiod Surnp parnooo JurziueSio SIy} ‘WeuldIp pue ‘eqn) ‘eury)
ul SUOIIN[OAI paseq juesead oy} U] "UOHNJOAI Y} 0} SJUSSUNUOO POULIE JO
Suruuim ayj pue 9)e3s 9} Jo Jomod pauLre oy} JO UOIILZI[elyndu JY} S[e0S §)I se
pey Apuonbasuos pue ‘e3msdn AreuonnjoAal asujul Jo porad B Ul paLnodo
SuiziueS1o Areji[Iul UOIIN[OADI NIASYS[OF OY} U] 'SWLIOJ Pyl AJUo uoye)
oaey Suiziue3io Arejuu op 03 39 ayp Jo sydwane oYy ‘A[[eoLIoISIH

uorsnIuo)

“IOAO SeM OOUB)SISOI
[D oAlssewWl JO BIO OU] YImoiS mou ojeroudd 0) o[qeun dIom S}IOIO
0Soy) ‘sonssl paseq SSB[O PUNOIE S}IOJ OWOS Je UOP SBM JIOM [NJSsa00ns
OWOS pue ‘ponuruod SuIZIueSIo paIo}eds Owos YA\ PoSIeyosip d1om
sroquiow jse Joy) se pareaddesip sdnoi3 [0 ‘A[oius uoneorqnd pasesd
Jo juonbogur oweooq siodedsmou ‘popjoj SOSNOYSIIJOO pUB SIUOIJOIONS
‘Keme opej 03 ueSoq JUSWOAOW [D) dY} JO SWIOJ [RUONJEZIURSIO J],
« WEN
Jo saruooq oy} Surdwiny jo Ieak © SuIoR} JoU 9I9M MOU AWLIY 9} ojul SUIod
jsnl sAn3 pue ‘no Fumos [[e a1om ‘diysiopes| SUIAIS Se [[om Se JUdWIAOW
[D 9y} JO SUBI OU} PI[[OMS OUM S}OA U], 'JUSS 9q JoAou pinom A[qeqord
puE WeuwdIA 0} Udaq jou pey 33e1g 110, e STD) Jo Ajuolewr SurujoymIaAo ay)
-pueisiopun 03 SuIsnjar ueaq pey om jeym dseid 03 ue3oq oM, ‘€61 AJded ul
9jo1m 33e1g 10, e SI9ZIUeSI0 Y3 SY "[IND() Y3 JO IedJ Aq PIMOPBYSIOAO
A[[e10U93 ST 31 ‘MOU JUU0ISIp 9q Aewl a1oy) d[iym Juowysiund JSLI 0} S[D)
JIoj uonyeanow Arewtid oy pOAOWAI Jem PuUNOIS oy} JO puo oy "9JUe)SISal
OAISSEW 9JeIoUSS O} JUSIOIYNS JOU SI UONOBISESSIP SIY) Ing
"UONBIYIS SIY YIM PIIJSTIESSIP USYO SI
00ISI[US MU oY) ‘A[JBd[D "ooMm B S[D) (OS] $s9001d 03 SuInuuod S ‘STOMY
OIUOIYD UYIM [BOp 0} SIBdA Jem 9y) SuLmnp paysi[qeIse sem yorgm ‘Aoqry
110 18 Ay1[1oe,] Sururel], [BUONOOLI0)) Y} ‘OwiI) dwes Y 3y puesnoyy Jod
6’17 poSeIoae paseq 9y} UO syUN JOYI0 10J djel TOMVY U d[IyM ‘puesnoy
Jod 7'/ SuiSeroae ojel TOMV UB 9ABY O} SO[QeI[oy MON 9U) POMoys
€L61 JO SYIUOW AL} JSITJ OU) Ul dUOP APMIS V-~ SO[qeI[oY MON],, oY} PI[[ed
SI 0seq UO JUN YV TOA [0POW oY} ‘SIMOT MO 1Y 'SO)SI[Uo Mmdou Suowe



commodified beings who no longer can and no longer want to exist as
commodities and whose revolt explodes capitalist logic. Barricades and
machine guns flow from this 'weapon'." (2)

The question of the way that wider contemporary events related to
revolt within the army is also not adequately considered. Its somewhat
curious that the author regards it as a period when "the working class in
civilian life was relatively dormant". That may have been true in the early
years of the war when the major unions such as the AFL-CIO were able to
maintain their dominant position in controlling the sale of labour power and
social unrest was just beginning to stir, but by the end of the 1960s wildcat
strikes, workplace sabotage, rioting and other forms of proletarian resistance
which largely existed beyond the control of social democratic mediators and
the left were widespread. As with some aspects of the anti-war movement
they are often forgotten about in historical accounts.

The extent to which both warfare and the world in general has
changed in the years since '"The Olive Drab Rebels' was written raises the
question of its relevance to the present situation. Downsizing and
mechanisation to minimise reliance on a mass of potentially troublesome
human beings has occurred on a massive scale both in the military and
industry in general, coupled with the defeat and reversal of the social surge
of the 1960s and '"70s which had contributed to the scale and sustained nature
of the anti-war movement. The change from conscription to volunteer based
armies in almost all advanced capitalist states has often been touted as
guaranteeing loyalty, but in fact does not necessarily mean that soldiers will
always be willing to die pointlessly, as Rinaldi points out - "There is a
common misconception that it was draftees who were the most disaffected
elements in the military. In fact, it was often enlistees who were most likely
to engage in open rebellion."

One of the most obvious effects of the war for the U.S. has been its
deep reluctance to commit large numbers of troops to any one place for
prolonged periods. Although it has military bases in around sixty countries
(and 'advisors' etc. in many more) troops are rotated through these fairly
rapidly and are not present in huge numbers. The general emphasis is on
'low intensity operations' - or in plain English the use of American special
forces alongside local regular or paramilitary forces who are able to carry out
savage repression against civilian populations without the US appearing to
be directly responsible. Prime examples include Columbia (through the
supposed aid package 'Plan Columbia') and the Philippines and to a lesser
extent Afghanistan; the number and scope of these conflicts is likely to
increase as the 'War on Terror' legitimises all states' attacks on their own

6

The Modern Volunteer Army

The signing of the Vietnam Peace Accords in January of 1973
marked the formal end of over a decade of U. S. military involvement.
While the war itself still lingered on, and renewed U. S. involvement
remained a problematic possibility, the accords did signal the beginning of a
new era. Ground troops were gone from Indochina, the bombing was ended,
and GIs found themselves to be peacetime soldiers. Coupled with the end of
the draft, these changes marked an opportunity for the armed services to
rebuild themselves.

There are two primary elements to this current reconstruction.
First, the Army and ground forces in general are being de-emphasized.
Instead, there is an increased focus on mechanized warfare and the power of
the Navy and Air Force. The advantage of these services is high mobility,
tremendous striking power, and reliance on a smaller number of men. The
second element is the transformation of the Army into a force composed of
economically motivated volunteers. The belief is that military pay hikes,
coming in period of rising unemployment and general economic instability,
will motivate working class youth to enlist in larger numbers.

To some degree this effort has succeeded. The military has spent
millions of dollars on advertising, greatly enlarged its corps of recruiters, and
managed to come close to meeting its recruitment quotas. The Air Force and
Navy have had no problems, the number of women enlisting has increased
by 50%, and a significant number of men have enlisted for the Army and the
Marines. But there has been one glaring failure. They can’t find enough
men to enlist for Combat Arms, the very heart of the Army. In fiscal year
1973 only 34,000 men, 57% of their stated goal, enlisted for the infantry,
despite a $2,500 bonus for a four year Combat Arms enlistment. In order to
increase these enlistments they lowered the educational requirements, but in
the first months of fiscal year 1974 the percentage of black enlistees rose to
31%, and given the continuing specter of black rebelliousness, that scares
them. In a new effort to deal with the shortage of combat troops the Army
announced in February of 1974 that it was creating a new combat division
by shifting men from headquarters and support jobs. So much for unit of
choice enlistment!

It is important to stress that an economically motivated enlistee is
not necessarily a gung-ho soldier. Recruiters still spin tales of an unreal
world in order to meet their own enlistment quotas, and GIs are still finding
that the military is not what they had been led to expect. The indicators for
morale and discipline used by the Army are showing that discontent is high
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the invaders in a situation somewhat similar to the Soviet
invasion/occupation of Afghanistan; they won all the set piece battles as well
but were unable to win the guerilla war that followed. It seems somewhat
implausible for the Americans to blame Saddam loyalists for their troubles
when they are busy re-employing the very people they claimed to be
removing. No doubt the former Baathists' expertise in repression and terror
will come in very handy in the months and years ahead. Despite their talk
of introducing/imposing freedom, democracy and by implication
consumerism, the US forces haven't managed to adopt the strategy that was
so successful for Saddam in previous years - he didn't survive for so long
simply on the basis of fear, but also maintained social peace through
economic means. The US occupation administration's general
incompetence, brutality and failure to restore even the impoverished
conditions that most Iraqis endured in the later stages of Saddam's rule can
only lead to trouble. The pressing question now is what kind of trouble? The
almost total destruction of Iraqi society has led to proletarians fighting a
three-cornered battle against the occupation forces, the ex-Baathists and,
unfortunately, each other. Passive and active resistance to the occupation is
endemic, but it is difficult to discern either its composition or its trajectory,
to what extent it is integrated into a nationalist or Islamic movement and to
what extent it expresses an autonomous proletarian activity. The most
visible sign of resistance; the random killing of soldiers who are likely to
have joined up because the military is their sole source of waged work, as
opposed to having a burning desire to defend the 'heimat', is hardly to be
celebrated, but information about any more potentially revolutionary activity
is going to be difficult to get - unless its so widespread that it becomes
impossible to ignore or suppress.

The experience of trying to control a hostile Iraqi population is
already sapping the morale of troops suffering from the psychological after-
effects of the slaughter that they have just participated in. Soldiers are now
openly begging to be sent home and asking why they are in Iraq at all. If
they are forced to stay it may only be a matter of time before they'll start to
refuse to risk their lives and shoot other proletarians in preference for
shooting up heroin and/or their officers - a possibility which may well have
occurred to Colin Powell who was a junior officer in Vietnam.

Possibly the US's present program of colonial military adventurism
is already running into serious difficulties and in the longer term can't rely
on domestic support, especially if the body bags really begin to pile up. One
military strategist has written that "It is a mistake to think that America's
quick defeat of the demoralised, corrupt Iraqi regime reflects its new
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those dealing with the attack carriers faced an explosive situation, the
remainder of the Navy and Air Force exhibited only scattered resistance in
this period. There was some positive work. Papers were begun and
continued at many bases, and at Newport Naval Station on-board organizing
occurred on a ship about to make a “goodwill” tour of Portuguese colonies
in Africa. But this work rarely resulted in either mass actions or direct
impact on the war. When a major offensive was launched by the North
Vietnamese and the NLF in the spring of 1972 and the collapse of the Saigon
forces seemed a realistic possibility, the U.S. was able to carry through a
tremendous mobilization of air and sea power without any significant
difficulties from the ranks, a task which would have been unthinkable in the
Army.

In the early years of the seventies the organizing collectives at most
bases also felt the dramatic impact of the women’s movement. The most
immediate effect was intense internal struggle over male domination on both
the personal and organizational levels. The more long term effect was the re-
evaluation by many women of the work they had been doing in previous
years, and this frequently led to a decision to begin to orient toward
organizing other women. In the military situation this meant organizing
women in uniform and women who were dependents.

Most of the initial work focused on women in uniform. Women
enlist for many of the same economic reasons which motivate men; the
military seems to offer a secure job with “travel” opportunities and a certain
level of respect. As well, many working class women find that upon leaving
high school they have a choice of either remaining at home or getting
married, and the military seems like a convenient escape from that trap.
Consequently, enlistments are high. Organizing efforts by collectives of
women occurred at both Fort McClellan and Fort Bragg, but in both
situations it was found to be very difficult to organize WACs. The level of
discontent was not high; in fact, 70% of first term recruits re-enlist. In
addition, gay WACs were found to feel that the infantry offered them a fairly
secure community of gay women, free from the general harassment in
civilian society consequently they were reluctant to risk discharge for
political activity. While individual WACs did relate strongly to developing
women’s consciousness, their acts of resistance remained individual and
isolated. The women at Fort Bragg concluded, “It is our feeling that there
will not be a mass movement among WACs.” There was more success in
organizing women who were dependents of men in the military, particularly
wives of GIs. They were in the position of following their husbands around
from base to base, living in poor housing, and being forced to exist on
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Harass the Brass; Some notes toward
the subversion of the US armed forces.

A friend who was in the U.S. military during the 1990-91 Persian
Gulf War told me that before President GH.W. Bush visited the troops in
Saudi Arabia, enlisted men and women who would be in Bush's immediate
vicinity had their rifle and pistol ammunition taken away from them. This
was supposedly done to avoid "accidents." But it was also clear to people on
the scene that Bush and his corporate handlers were somewhat afraid of the
enlisted people who Bush would soon be killing in his unsuccessful re-
election campaign.

The suppressed history of the last big U.S. war before 'Operation
Desert Storm' shows that the Commander-in-Chief had good reason to fear
and distrust his troops. Our rulers want us to forget what happened during
the Vietnam war - especially what happened inside the U.S. armed forces
during the war. Our rulers remember it all too well. They want us to forget
what defeated their war effort, and the importance of resistance to the war by
enlisted men and women.

Until 1968 the desertion rate for U.S. troops in Vietnam was lower
than in previous wars. But by 1969 the desertion rate had increased fourfold.
This wasn't limited to Southeast Asia; desertion rates among G.I.'s were on
the increase worldwide. For soldiers in the combat zone, insubordination
became an important part of avoiding horrible injury or death. As early as
mid-1969, an entire company of the 196th Light Infantry Brigade sat down
on the battlefield. Later that year, a rifle company from the famed 1st Air
Cavalry Division flatly refused - on CBS TV - to advance down a dangerous
trail. In the following 12 months the 1st Air Cav. notched up 35 combat
refusals.

From mild forms of political protest and disobedience of war
orders, the resistance among the ground troops grew into a massive and
widespread "quasi-mutiny” by 1970 and 1971. Soldiers went on "search and
avoid" missions, intentionally skirting clashes with the Vietnamese, and
often holding three-day-long pot parties instead of fighting.

By 1970, the U.S. Army had 65,643 deserters, roughly the
equivalent of four infantry divisions. In an article published in the Armed
Forces Journal (June 7, 1971), Marine Colonel Robert D. Heinl Jr., a veteran
combat commander with over 27 years experience in the Marines, and the
author of Soldiers Of The Sea, a definitive history of the Marine Corps,
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less motivation to rebel than did ground troops. The killing and the dying
was done by the pilots, who were all officers and who tended to see
themselves as “professionals”. Second, because the support crews were not
involved directly with combat, their resistance did not affect the war in an
immediate way. But they were far from powerless.

The primary resistance which developed in this period was among
crews on Navy attack carriers directly involved in the bombing. While there
was dissidence and some political organizing among Air Force personnel and
in other sections of the Navy, it was where the support crews most directly
touched the war that resistance flared. Probably the most dramatic incident
occurred aboard the Navy attack carrier USS Coral Sea in the fall of 1971.
The Coral Sea was docked in California while it prepared for a tour of
bombing duty off the coast of Vietham. On board was a crew of 4,500 men,
a few hundred of whom were pilots, the rest being support crews. A handful
of men on the ship began circulating a petition which read in part; “We the
people must guide the government and not allow the government to guide us
! The Coral Sea is scheduled for Vietnam in November. This does not have
to be a fact. The ship can be prevented from taking an active part in the
conflict if we the majority voice our opinion that we do not believe in the
Vietnam war. If you feel that the Coral Sea should not go to Vietnam, voice
your opinion by signing this petition.”

Though the petition had to be circulated secretly, and though men took a
calculated risk putting their name down on something which the brass might
eventually see, within a few weeks over 1,000 men had signed it.

Out of this grew an on-ship organization called “Stop Our Ship” (SOS). The
men engaged in a series of demonstrations to halt their sailing date, and on
November 6 over 300 men from the ship led the fall anti-war march in San
Francisco, Their effort to stop the ship failed, and a number of men jumped
ship as the Coral Sea left for Vietnam. The SOS movement spread to other
attack carriers, including the USS Constellation, the USS Hancock, and the
USS Ranger.

The Navy continued to be racked by political organizing and severe
racial unrest. In June of 1972 the USS Ranger was disabled by sabotage, and
in October both the USS Kittyhawk and the USS Hassayampa were swept by
fighting. In November of that same year the USS Constellation was
damaged by sabotage, docked to repair the damage, and was confronted with
130 crewmen refusing direct orders to return aboard. Though the impact of
these actions only slightly impeded the war effort, they helped to maintain a
constant pressure on the Administration to withdraw the military from the
disaster of the Indochina war.
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With the shifting over to an "air war" strategy, the Navy became an
important centre of resistance to the war. In response to the racism that
prevailed inside the Navy, black and white sailors occasionally rebelled
together. The most significant of these rebellions took place on board the
USS Constellation off Southern California, in November 1972. In response
to a threat of less-than-honourable discharges against several black sailors, a
group of over 100 black and white sailors staged a day-and-a-half long sit-
in. Fearful of losing control of his ship at sea to full-scale mutiny, the ship's
commander brought the Constellation back to San Diego. One hundred
thirty-two sailors were allowed to go ashore. They refused orders to reboard
the ship several days later, staging a defiant dockside strike on the morning
of November 9. In spite of the seriousness of the rebellion, not one of the
sailors involved was arrested.

Sabotage was an extremely useful tactic. On May 26, 1970, the
USS Anderson was preparing to steam from San Diego to Vietnam. But
someone had dropped nuts, bolts and chains down the main gear shaft. A
major breakdown occurred, resulting in thousands of dollars worth of
damage and a delay of several weeks. Several sailors were charged, but
because of a lack of evidence the case was dismissed. With the escalation of
naval involvement in the war the level of sabotage grew. In July of 1972,
within the space of three weeks, two of the Navy's aircraft carriers were put
out of commission by sabotage. On July 10, a massive fire swept through
the admiral's quarters and radar centre of the USS Forestall, causing over $7
million in damage. This delayed the ship's deployment for over two months.

In late July, the USS Ranger was docked at Alameda, California.
Just days before the ship's scheduled departure for Vietnam, a paint-scraper
and two 12-inch bolts were inserted into the number-four-engine reduction
gears causing nearly $1 million in damage and forcing a three-and-a-half
month delay in operations for extensive repairs. The sailor charged in the
case was acquitted. In other cases, sailors tossed equipment over the sides
of ships while at sea.

The House Armed Services Committee summed up the crisis of
rebellion in the Navy: "The U.S. Navy is now confronted with
pressures...which, if not controlled, will surely destroy its enviable tradition
of discipline. Recent instances of sabotage, riot, wilful disobedience of
orders, and contempt for authority...are clear-cut symptoms of a dangerous
deterioration of discipline." The rebellion in the ranks didn't emerge simply
in response to battlefield conditions. A civilian anti-war movement in the
U.S. had emerged on the coat tails of the civil rights movement, at a time
when the pacifism-at-any-price tactics of civil rights leaders had reached
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growth of GI resistance all played a part. The key factor was that political
GIs continued to be dangerous in the stockades, and after numerous stockade
rebellions the military often chose to discharge dissidents and get rid of them
all together.

The repression on civilians was not as severe. One of the first
moves against the coffeehouses was the effort to place the Shelter Half at
Fort Lewis off-limits to GlIs, but this required a legal hearing. When GI
protest and media coverage were mobilized, the military backed down and
simply cancelled the hearing. The campaign against the coffeehouses then
took a less direct form, usually carried out by local civilian authorities. The
UFO at Fort Jackson was busted for being a “public nuisance”, and the
coffechouse at Fort Knox was simply driven out of town. But though this
harassment was costly, it never effectively disrupted the functioning of the
organizing projects. What is significant Is that the federal authorities never
moved against the civilians involved. There is a federal statute, 18 USC
2387, which prohibits “all manner of activities (incitements, counseling,
distribution or preparation of literature) intended to subvert the loyalty,
morale, or discipline of the Armed Services”, and carries a penalty of ten
years in prison. But while hundreds of civilians openly violated this law,
none were ever arrested. The unpopularity of the war, the spontaneous
nature of GI resistance, and the general desire on the part of the Pentagon to
avoid publicizing this resistance probably all contributed to the decision by
federal authorities to withdraw from direct confrontation with the civilian
organizers.

The new strategy developed by the Pentagon involved a strategic
change in the nature of the war and a cosmetic change in the nature of the
military. The ground war was going badly, the American public was
distressed over high casualties, and the Administration reasoned that it could
fight just as effectively from the air. The ground troops would be replaced
through the program of “Vietnamization”. So, the central cause of the
military’s decay was to be gradually relieved as ground troops were
withdrawn from the fighting and the new phase of air war was initiated. In
addition, a new image was developed for the Army, de-emphasizing
discipline and attempting to relate to black pride and the new youth
consciousness. This was seen as the first step toward the development of a
volunteer service. Through these transformations the military leadership
hoped to back off from its disaster.
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Wilhelmshaven in Germany became important centres of revolutionary self-
organisation and action, and the passing of vast numbers of armed soldiers
and sailors to the side of the Soviets allowed the working class to briefly take
power in Russia. The French invasion of Revolutionary Russia in 1919 and
1920 was crippled by the mutiny of the French fleet in the Black Sea, centred
around the battleships France and the Jean Bart. Mutinies broke out among
sailors in the British Navy and in the armies of the British Empire in Asia,
and even among American troops sent to aid the counter-revolutionary White
Army in the Russian Civil War. Revolutionary unrest doesn't happen every
day, but when it does break out, it can overcome the most powerful states
with a surprising and improbable speed, and the collapse of the repressive
forces of the state is a key moment in the beginning of a new way of life.

It's an ugly fact that war and revolution were intimately linked in
the most far-going social movements of the 20th century. With the U.S.
governments' self-appointed role as the cop for global capitalist law and
order, it's likely that the crisis that will cause an irreparable break between
the rulers and the ruled in the United States will be the result of an
unsuccessful war. That day may soon be upon us. At that point, widespread
fraternisation between anti-capitalist radicals and enlisted people will be
crucial in expanding an anti-war movement into a larger opposition to the
system of wage labour and commodity production that generates wars,
exploitation, poverty, inequality and ecological devastation. A n
examination of what happened to the U.S. military during the Vietnam War
can help us see the central role "the military question" is going to play in a
revolutionary mass movement in the 21st century. It isn't a question of how
a chaotic and rebellious civilian populace can out-gun the well-organised,
disciplined armies of the capitalist state in pitched battle, but of how a mass
movement can cripple the effective fighting capacity of the military from
within, and bring about the collapse and dispersal of the state's armed forces.
What set of circumstances can compel the inchoate discontentment endemic
in any wartime army or navy to advance to the level of conscious, organised
resistance? How fast and how deeply can a subversive consciousness spread
among enlisted people? How can rebels in uniform take effective, large-
scale action against the military machine? This effort will involve the
sabotage and destruction of sophisticated military technologies, an
irreversible breakdown in the chain-of-command, and a terminal
demoralisation of the officer corps. The "quasi-mutiny" that helped defeat
the U.S. in Vietnam offers a significant precedent for the kind of subversive
action working people will have to foment against 21st century global
capitalism and its high-tech military machine.
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after it began it was raided by the MPs. Thirty-five GIs were picked up and
placed on restriction. Though formal charges were never brought against
these men, in the following months almost all of them were either
transferred, shipped to Vietnam, discharged, or simply busted on other
charges.

Since it seemed that on-base activities were too risky, attempts were
made to mobilize massive numbers of GIs for off-base actions. These were
at times successful. Frequently, efforts were made to mobilize GI
participation in civilian peace demonstrations. A series of marches outside
Fort Hood and Fort Bragg and in cities like San Francisco were participated
in by hundreds of GIs, and in December of 1969 almost 1,000 marines
participated in an anti-war march in Oceanside, California. But the military
was able to stifle this expression of resistance, largely by placing whole units
or entire bases on restriction. Thus, when national demonstrations were
called for Armed Forces Day, a radical GI at Fort Ord had to relate, “May 16,
1970 was a Saturday, and there was a huge gathering outside the gates of
Ford Ord, but neither I nor any other GIs could participate, because the
commanding general had ordered everyone to work all day Saturday, until
the demonstration was over.” While scattered GIs often went AWOL to
participate, it was not possible to sustain mass GI participation in these
marches. The power of the military authorities was simply too limitless.

This often led to a reconsideration of attempts to organize on base,
and a new strategy was developed. Rather than concentrating on large base-
wide actions, an effort was made to concentrate on localized, unit organizing.
This meant that radical GlIs, who were working on a base-wide paper and
relating to an off-base storefront, would also attempt to create an organized
group in their barracks. These groups would put out small, mimeographed
unit newspapers, like SPD NEWS or FIRST OF THE WORST, struggle
against immediate forms of harassment, and occasionally submit group
Article 138 complaints against a particularly oppressive officer. Because
they dealt with immediate local issues, these unit organizations were
frequently able to effect some genuine changes. In addition, these unit
groups could raise conceptually the issue of power in the military. For
example, the FTA program written at Fort Knox, which first described the
class nature of society and pointed toward the goal of socialism, went on to
state, “We know that to achieve these goals will take a long fight. To begin
to implement this program we intend to build our own democratic
organizations within our units which serve our own interests, to protect us
now from our present leaders, and later to replace the existing organization
of the military.” While this goal was far beyond what was realistic in this
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opposed even air drops of food, fearing that these would fail and that U.S.
Army ground troops would inevitably be sucked in. His civilian bosses, who
suspected him of padding the numbers when asked how many U.S. troops
would be required, grew impatient. At one meeting, Madeleine Albright,
then ambassador to the United Nations, famously confronted Powell.
"What's the point of having this superb military that you're always talking
about if we can't use it?" she demanded. In his memoirs, Powell recalled that
he told Albright that GI's were "not toy soldiers to be moved around on some
sort of global game board." An official who witnessed the exchange told
NEWSWEEK that Powell also said something quite revealing that has not
been reported. "You would see this wonderful society destroyed," the general
angrily told Albright. It was clear, said this official, that Powell was referring
to his beloved Army." ("Colin Powell: Behind the Myth," by Evan Thomas
and John Berry, Newsweek, March 5th, 2001)

Colin Powell was a junior officer in the fragging-plagued America
1 Division during the Vietnam War. On numerous occassions, Powell has
said that the US defeat in Vietnam was the main influence on the way he sees
the world. Powell clearly understands that the armed forces are a function
of the larger civilian society that spawns them. Was Colin Powell speaking
about the US Army -- or about US society itself with his comment about
seeing "this wonderful society destroyed"? You be the judge!
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political work, and they plugged into various activities. The  most
common form was the creation of a GI newspaper. While some of these
papers developed spontaneously at certain bases, the overwhelming majority
were begun through joint work by GIs and civilians. These papers were the
most visible and consistent aspect of the GI movement. Starting with early
papers like FTA at Fort Knox and FATIGUE PRESS at Fort Hood, local
papers mushroomed around the country: SHAKEDOWN at Fort Dix,
ATTITUDE CHECK at Camp Pendleton, FED-UP at Fort Lewis, ALL
HANDS ABANDON SHIP at Newport Naval Station, THE LAST HARASS
at Fort Gordon, LEFT FACE at Fort McClellan, RAGE at Camp Lejeune,
THE STAR-SPANGLED BUMMER at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base...
the list could stretch to over a hundred different papers. Their contents
varied, from paper to paper and at times from issue to issue, from local gripes
and a basic anti-brass, anti-war, anti-racist consciousness to an
understanding of the nature of imperialism and attempts to move toward
revolutionary socialism. Some lasted for only a few issues, folding when the
guys putting it out were transferred or discharged. But most of those
connected with organizing projects came out consistently, if sporadically,
through the war years.

Generally, the papers were produced by small groups of GIs who
then received help from other guys in circulating them. It was illegal to
distribute on base, but nonetheless countless copies were smuggled on and
placed around the barracks, stuck in bathrooms, casually left in lounge areas.
A few found their way into the stockades, often through sympathetic guards,
A large number were simply distributed in off-base towns, and were well
received. As one marine organizer put it, “Guys ask if the paper is
underground. If we reply yes, they take it. Guys identify with a rebellion if
not with the revolution.” It was generally through these papers that the mass
of discontented GIs were exposed to a sense of solidarity with other GIs and
some level of political analysis of their situation. While the number of GIs
who created these papers might total in the hundreds, the number who helped
distribute them numbered in the thousands and the number who read them
and related to them numbered in the tens of thousands.

Relations between GIs and civilians on the projects took many
forms. On the one hand, civilians provided some essential functions, could
keep the places running and do legal and organizational work while guys
were on base, and generally provide contacts and resources from the world
of the movement. These contributions were valued by GIs. But civilians
clearly didn’t share the same experiences or the same risks, and this at times
led to conflict. Most projects experienced an ebb and flow of conflict and
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in the early years of the war the general attitude of the left was that whites
were rednecks and were somehow personally implicated in the continuation
of the war.

The class composition of the American left, particularly of its ruling
segments, played a significant role in separating it from the realities of the
GI experience. When the war in Vietnam first became an issue, early in
1963, the primary base for organized anti-war sentiment was the intellectual
community and the middle class. As American presence reached major
proportions in 1964 and 1965, the anti-war movement solidified its strength
in the middle class but had little impact on the blue-collar working class. As
a consequence, the movement developed primarily middle class forms of
resistance, which meant that there was heavy emphasis on draft resistance
and draft counseling. While actual resistance only reached minor
proportions, draft counseling and effective methods of draft evasion saved
the majority of white middle class youth from the U.S. military.
Simultaneously, there were economic factors molding the composition of the
armed forces. Middle class youth could afford college and looked toward
professional careers, while working class youth were systematically
channeled into the military. Though the draft claimed a high number, a large
percentage also enlisted, since job opportunities were limited and the
military seemed to be inevitable after high school. In addition, the court
system continued to offer “voluntary enlistment” as an alternative to a couple
of years in jail, and many guys thought at the time that it was a good offer.
As a result of these factors, the Armed Forces were quite efficiently filling
their ranks with third world and white working class youth.

The image these youth had of life in the military was shattered quite
rapidly by the harsh reality they faced.

Those who had enlisted found that the promises made by recruiters
vanished into thin air once they were in boot camp. Guarantees of special
training and choice assignments were simply swept away. This is a fairly
standard procedure used to snare enlistees. In fact, the military regulations
state that only the enlistee, not the military, is bound by the specifics of the
recruiting contract. In addition, both enlistees and draftees faced the daily
harassment, the brutal de-personalization, and ultimately the dangers and
meaninglessness of the endless ground war in Vietnam. These pressures
were particularly intense for third world GIs, most of whom were affected by
the rising black consciousness and a heightened awareness of their
oppression.

These forces combined to produce the disintegration of the
Vietnam-era military. This disintegration developed slowly, but once it
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A significant amount of resistance also occurred around riot control.
While there were individual white GIs who refused riot control training, such
as Pvt. Richard Chase at Fort Hood and Pvt. Leonard Watham at Fort Lewis,
it was black GIs who spontaneously reacted in a mass way against being put
in the position of being riot troops. During the summer of 1968 troops were
put on alert for possible use at the Democratic convention in Chicago, and
43 Black GIs at Fort Hood held an all-night demonstration declaring their
intention to refuse any such orders. This was a harbinger of continued
discontent among black soldiers. During the summer of 1969 black GIs in
the 3rd Cavalry Division at Fort Lewis walked out of riot control classes en
masse, and the brass were so anxious to avoid an incident that they let it pass.

In this milieu of widespread restlessness within the ranks, the left
worked to generate conscious political action. The attempts made were
varied. Groups like the Progressive Labor Party and the Spartacist League
sent in individual members to organize, but they generally isolated
themselves and were unsuccessful. The Socialist Workers Party continued to
send in members, and at Fort Jackson in 1969 was able to create an
organization called GIs United. This group contained a number of very
capable organizers, and in March they succeeded in holding a large open
meeting on base to rap about the war and racism. Over 100 GIs participated
in this free-floating rap session, and the brass moved swiftly to bring the
organizers up on charges. But media coverage and public support resulted
in the Army taking a different tack; they simply discharged most of the men
and scattered the others around the world. Once this incident was over the
SWP continued to focus on GI rights, and was never again a significant force
in the GI movement.

The ASU continued to be a highly visible force in this period, but it
suffered from the limitations of Workers World politics and rarely advanced
outside of its New York office. When it did, the results were often disastrous.
A clear example of this occurred at Chanute Air Force base. Here a number
of airmen and radical civilians created a paper called A FOUR YEAR
BUMMER (AFB) and began organizing on base. They recognized the need
for national connections, and without an understanding of Workers World
Party influence decided to affiliate with the ASU. National office people
then came to Chanute, and within a short time created an intense split in the
group over WWP politics, siphoned off a few members, and left the rest of
the group in disarray. Most of the newly-active airmen were stunned by the
political in-fighting, and several decided to think it over in Canada. As one
AFB organizer wrote later, “In practice, the WWP, YAWF, and ASU put very
little emphasis on ongoing, day-to-day organizing. Instead, they rush in
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consciously cultivated by the military. This is done partly by creating a state
in which you never know what the reaction will be if you break a particular
rule. Thus, at times minor infractions are treated with very harsh
punishment, while at other times they are treated lightly. Major offenses are
more likely to receive harsh punishment, yet they can also result in simple
discharge. It’s totally unpredictable. The result is to keep GIs constantly off
balance, afraid to take the slightest move toward resistance because there is
no accurate way to judge the response of the authorities. In a world where
an authority has total control over your life and seems to exercise this control
in a completely arbitrary manner, the safest course is to remain anonymous.

The years 1966 and 1967 saw the first acts of resistance among GIs.
Given the general passivity within the ranks and the tight control exercised
by the brass, these first acts required a clear willingness for self-sacrifice.
For the most part they were initiated by men who had had some concrete link
with the left prior to their entrance into the military.

The first major public act of resistance was the refusal, in June of
1966, of three privates from Fort Hood, Texas to ship out to Vietnam. The
three men, David Samas, James Johnson, and Dennis Mora, had just
completed training and were on leave before their scheduled departure for
the war zone. Mora had been affiliated with the W.E.B. Du Bois Clubs in
New York prior to being drafted, and is generally considered to have been
the prime mover behind the refusal. The three announced a press
conference, but federal agents arrested them before they could make their
statement. Nevertheless, the fledgling New York peace movement
succeeded in giving the case wide publicity. The men were each eventually
sentenced to three years at hard labor.

There followed a series of individual acts of resistance. Ronald
Lockman, a black GI who had also had previous connections with the Du
Bois Clubs, refused orders to Vietnam with the slogan, “I follow the Fort
Hood Three. Who will follow me?” Capt. Howard Levy, who had been
around the left in New York, refused to teach medicine to the Green Berets,
and Capt. Dale Noyd refused to give flying instructions to prospective
bombing pilots. These acts were consciously geared toward political
resistance. Since the GI movement was a heterogeneous phenomenon
reflecting many different trends in the civilian world, there was also in this
period the beginning of a kind of moral witness resistance. The first clear
incident occurred at Fort Jackson, South Carolina, where in April of 1967
five GIs staged a pray-in for peace on base. Two of these GIs refused a direct
order to cease praying and were subsequently court-martialed. While this act
was never duplicated pro-forma, it was the forerunner of numerous acts of
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be as dangerous as the NLF. The ARVN troops would often fade away at the
height of a battle, and it was not uncommon for them to turn their fire on the
Americans if the NLF was making headway. The feeling spread among U,
S, troops that they were fighting this war all alone. These experiences
created a mood of despair, disgust, and anger, as GIs turned increasingly to
dope and played out their time with the simple hope of survival. As one GI
put it, “Our morale, man ? Its so low you can’t even see it.”

This situation led to the rapid decay of the U. S. military’s fighting
ability in Vietnam. The catchword was CYA (“cover your ass”); as one GI
expressed it, “You owe it to your body to get out of here alive.” Low morale,
hatred for the Army, and huge quantities of dope all contributed to the
general desire to avoid combat. One platoon sergeant stated, “Almost to a
man, the members of my platoon oppose the war ... The result is a general
malaise which pervades the entire company. There is a great deal of pressure
on leaders at the small unit level, such as myself, to conduct what are
popularly referred to as ‘search and avoid’ missions, and to do so as safely
and cautiously as possible.” The brass watched these developments with
general helplessness. As a brigade commander in the 25th Division put it,
“Back in 1967, officers gave orders and didn’t have to worry about the
sensitivities of the men. Today, we have to explain things to the men and
find new ways of doing the job. Otherwise, you can send the men on a
search mission, but they won’t search.”

While this malaise seriously affected the war effort, the specter of
open mutiny was even more startling. In 1968 there were 68 recorded
incidents of combat refusal in Vietnam. By 1969 entire units were refusing
orders. Company A of the 21st Infantry Division and units of the 1st Air
Cavalry Division refused to move into battle. By 1970 there were 35
separate combat refusals in the Air Cavalry Division alone. At the same
time, physical attacks on officers, known as “fraggings”, became
widespread, 126 incidents in 1969 and 271 in 1970. Clearly, this army did
not want to fight.

The situation stateside was less intense but no less disturbing to the
military brass. Desertion and AWOL became absolutely epidemic. In 1966
the desertion rate was 14.7 per thousand, in 1968 it was 26.2 per thousand,
and by 1970 it had risen to 52.3 per thousand; AWOL was so common that
by the height of the war one GI went AWOL every three minutes. From
January of ‘67 to January of ‘72 a total of 354,112 GIs left their posts without
permission, and at the time of the signing of the peace accords 98,324 were
still missing. Yet these figures represent only the most disaffected; had the
risks not been so great, the vast majority of Vietnam era GIs would have left
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was stationed at Fort Hood and began to distribute literature within his
barracks. The authorities reacted swiftly and Petrick found himself
threatened with a court martial. The SWP focused on this as a violation of
“GI rights”, and decided on a campaign for GI rights as their strategic
approach to military organizing. This had two flaws. First, while Petrick
had in fact been attempting to organize his barracks, the effect of the SWP
campaign was to focus on the case as another act of individual resistance.
Secondly, while GIs certainly understood that they had no “rights”, they also
understood that this was not the basis of their oppression. The war, the class
system in the military, the general oppression of their lives was far more
potent to them. Consequently, when GIs did become politically involved,
the issue of “GI rights” became quite minor. The Socialist Workers Party,
however, never advanced beyond this conception, and while their early work
helped to stimulate GI resistance, they became increasingly irrelevant when
GI resistance became widespread.

The most dramatic of these early organizing efforts, and the first to
really focus on the need for collective resistance, was the work done by Andy
Stapp at Fort Sill, Oklahoma. Stapp entered the Army independently,
experienced with the civilian left but unconnected to any organization. He
began rapping with the guys in his barracks, giving out literature, and
gathering a small group around him. The brass soon moved against him,
demanded that he surrender his literature, and busted him when he refused to
hand it over. At this point his efforts at organizing could have ended. But
he appealed to a variety of left groups for support, and the Workers World
Party in New York came forward to help. Their influence transformed the
nature and future of his work. Their immediate impact, the result of their
determined presence at Fort Sill and the media coverage they were able to
generate, was to save Stapp from heavy repression. He served 45 days at
hard labor in 1967, was busted again and acquitted, and was finally
discharged for “subversion and disloyalty” in April of 1968.

The political impact of the Workers World Party on Stapp was
profound. His work had at first been courageous but unfocused. The party
provided a focus. They emphasized the need for organization, and
convinced Stapp of the viability of calling for a union within the military.
Consequently, a few months before his discharge Stapp helped to found the
American Servicemen’s Union, and as a civilian he assumed its leadership.
Through the ASU and its paper, THE BOND, GIs around the world were
exposed to the concept of organization, and this influence helped to stimulate
spontaneous organizing efforts at many bases.

Unfortunately, the long term effects of the intimate link between the
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ASU and the Workers World Party were largely detrimental. The WWP
focused its attention largely on the media and on spectacular acts of
confrontation, but rarely undertook any consistent day-to-day organizing.
Ironically, they contributed the concept of organization but were unable to
implement it. As a result the ASU collected paper memberships, circulated
THE BOND around the world, but was never able to sustain an organization.
Its attempts in the next few years to connect with local organizing groups
consistently led to sectarian battles, leaving the local efforts in a shambles.

The fourth attempt in this period was the creation, by leftwing
civilians, of the off-base coffechouses. The coffechouses represented the
first significant step by the civilian movement to reach GIs. The first
coffeechouse was set up at Fort Jackson in 1967, and soon afterwards
coffechouses were established at Fort Leonard Wood and Fort Hood. These
eventually developed into a network of coffeehouses, storefronts, and
bookstores which covered most major bases in all four branches of the
service.

The original conception behind the coffeehouses, while
fundamentally valid, was faulty in two regards. First, the initial
coffeechouses were located at major basic training bases, the idea being to
struggle with the brass for the mind of the GI during his basic training. If the
brass won, this thinking ran, they would have an effective killer in Vietnam,;
if the coffeehouse won, there would be refusals and disaffection. Basic
trainees, however, are completely isolated. Not only are they restricted to
base and supervised around the clock but their training areas are even off-
limits to other GIs. Consequently, there was never a real opportunity for
organizers to relate to basic trainees. In a sense, though, it didn’t matter, for
it wasn’t the arguments of the brass versus the arguments of the coffeehouse
which were going to alter the thinking of these GIs. It was their concrete
experience in the military and in the war which was going to transform them
into dissidents.

The second error concerned the nature and style of the
coffeehouses. The original conception was that by creating a semi-bohemian
counter-culture setting, it would be possible to reach the “most easily
organized” GIs. This emphasis on culture did in fact attract in the early days
those GIs who were just getting into the dope scene, but it didn’t necessarily
lead them toward political action. Consequently, the political work often
floundered. The advantage, though, of the coffeehouses and storefronts was
that while their original strategic conceptions were faulty, the form in which
they existed was quite malleable, and thus most of the projects were able to
transform themselves to meet the developing needs of the GI resistance.
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