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Abstract: 

The past century of American military history has shown a rise in warfare against 

ideologies rather than nations. In comparison to previous military conflicts against other 

nations or military groups, America has recently found itself waging costly international 

wars against communism, drugs, illegal immigration, and most recently, terrorism. During 

the same period growing numbers of veterans struggle with mental illnesses such as PTSD, 

fits of anger that produce road rage and domestic violence, substance abuse and addiction, 

and ultimately suicide, which has climbed to a staggering rate of 20 veterans per day. By 

listening to and analyzing the voices from war through the autoethnography of one OIF 

veteran, this project will reintroduce the human element of warfare, specifically the second 

war in Iraq that was primarily known as Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF), while illustrating 

the unique individual struggles that the humans involved in this conflict endured during 

the war and continue to fight long after the conflict has “ended.” 
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 “I just brought terror to someone else under the American flag, and that’s just not what I 

joined the Army to do.” – T.J. Westphal1 

Introduction:  

The past century of American military history has shown a rise in warfare against 

ideologies rather than nations. In comparison to previous military conflicts against other 

nations or military groups, America has recently found itself waging costly international 

wars against communism, drugs, illegal immigration, and most recently, terrorism. These 

deadly conflicts are often branded with catchy names like “Operation Iraqi Freedom” to 

rally public support for endangering the lives of millions of American service members as 

well as the local civilian populations that find themselves surrounded by combat and 

military occupation. Within the chaos of these military conflicts humans are often reduced 

to numbers; whether that be the number of recruits needed to fill a quota or the number of 

casualties produced from these wars, numerical representations of people are focused on 

by politicians and media outlets far more than the people themselves. One of the results of 

these generalized wars that promote democracy and global security is a desensitization of 

the human element involved in warfare. By listening to and analyzing the voices from war 

this project will reintroduce the human element of warfare, specifically the second war in 

Iraq that was primarily known as Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF), while illustrating the 

individual struggles that the humans involved in this conflict endured during the war and 

continue to fight long after the conflict has “ended.”  

                                                             
1 Hedges 2008 Pg. 70 
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On the morning of September 11th, 2001, fifteen-year-old David Koopman2 was 

finishing a week-long father-son group camping trip in the Mission Mountains of Montana 

when he decided to check for any audible radio stations with his Walkman personal 

radio/cassette player. There was only one AM radio station within range as David started 

his ten-mile hike back down the rugged mountain trail with the rest of the group, and the 

scrambled message from that station left him shocked and confused. The voices coming 

through his headphones told of a national catastrophe; hijacked airplanes had crashed into 

the twin towers and Pentagon, and maybe more were coming. Americans were dying as he 

stood speechless on the trail. It was as if War of the Worlds was actually coming true. After 

listening to the frantic men on the radio for about 10 minutes, David took his Walkman to a 

few of the fathers in the group and explained to them what he was hearing from the 

lonesome radio station. They did not believe him, and he insisted that they listen for 

themselves as tears started to build in his young eyes. They listened without saying a word, 

and after about another 10 minutes, handed the Walkman back to David and told him that 

if he was trying to pull a prank on the group it was not funny. David passionately denied 

this, and they responded that if he was genuine then it must have been some sort of a fake 

broadcast. He took back his Walkman and continued the long hike back down the mountain 

but chose to listen to his cassette tape rather than the radio station that, real or not, was 

not broadcasting anything that he wanted to hear about any longer.  

 Ten hours later, David woke up in a hospital bed with his head heavily bandaged. 

The first thing he saw was a doctor and nurse facing away from him with arms crossed 

                                                             
2 Primary subject of this autoethnography who will be referenced with the third person voice.  
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while watching a television screen that showed the iconic image of the twin towers filling 

the New York skyline with smoke before they came crashing to the ground. He had tripped 

on the trail and fallen shortly after switching to the cassette tape, resulting in a concussion 

and fourteen stitches on his forehead. David was told that he rode the rest of the way down 

the mountain on horseback, severely dazed and confused, and was taken to the closest 

hospital. The remote hospital was eerily quiet, as most of the doctors and nurses stood in 

front of the closest television with tears running down their faces and hands over their 

mouths. David’s physical wounds would heal in the passing weeks, but his September 11th 

experience left him with a permanent scar on his head from the laceration as well as a 

unique addition to the collective memory of the day that caused America to launch its 

Global War on Terror.  

 War is an ugly business. Anxiety builds among civilian populations in anticipation of 

war because political conflicts are waged by state leaders and representatives. Once the 

war has begun, civilians often are the ones who are most affected by its consequences. 

Whether it be American parents fearing for their children’s lives as they serve their nation’s 

armed forces in various far-away and foreign lands, or the Middle Eastern family who is 

woken up in the middle of the night to their doors being kicked in by foreign invaders with 

machine guns who were screaming at them in a language that they cannot understand. War 

is a collection of personal experiences and decisions whose legacy survives inside each of 

its participants well after the smoke has cleared. All too often the personal aspects of 

warfare and those who are powerlessly in its wake are undervalued and rarely discussed 

by the powerful when the decision is made to go to war. Similarly, discussions regarding 

the outcome of conflicts which have “ended” are often based on generalized political 
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discourse rather than through the lens of those who were witness to its unique 

developments. This paper will add to the collective effort to fill the routine void in political 

discourse and media coverage3 that does not give appropriate attention to the human 

element of OIF. It will further attempt to demonstrate through direct testimony how the 

U.S. invasion and lengthy military occupation of Iraq created a deceptive and chaotic 

environment where vengeance and racial prejudice fueled othering4 from both sides of the 

conflict and resulted in the loss of countless innocent lives and severely mentally 

traumatized survivors.  

From 2003 to 2011 over one million young American men and women were 

deployed to Iraq in support of U.S. President George W. Bush’s Global War on Terrorism. 

The majority of returned home with a very different perspective of the war and the events 

in which they participated than when they joined the military. Those who were fortunate 

enough to survive were welcomed back as heroes for accepting the call to arms in the name 

of national security and volunteering to leave their families and friends to participate in the 

revenge driven hunt for terrorists in the Middle East. Unfortunately, many service 

members do not wish to be recognized as heroes for their involvement in OIF. Instead, 

many of these veterans prefer to have their service honored by allowing the open 

discussion of less-popular topics concerning the GWOT and its effects on the hearts and 

minds5 of those involved to be revealed. By gathering and analyzing the uncensored 

personal details of the memories that these veterans collected during the invasion and 

                                                             
3 Laufer 2006 Foreword  
4 Said 1994. Theory of “othering” that argues a belief in a radical difference between two creates an on-going state 
of tension in the relationship between the two.  
5 Hedges 2008 Pg. 88 “winning the hearts and minds” of Iraqis was a focal point in Gen. Petraeus’ 2006 
counterinsurgency manual  
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military occupation of Iraq, this project explains to those who were not witness how this 

example of a modern warfare experience has changed the lives and perspectives of those 

who did.  

Framework 

This project will primarily be presented within Heewon Chang’s methods of 

autoethnography.6 Chang’s framework for a self-narrative based production will be used to 

combine cultural analysis and interpretation with narrative details7 by using the 

testimonies from other OIF veterans to illustrate the individual perspectives of a 

controversial collective event in history and how serving in this war has affected its 

surviving veterans and their families. Military culture and environment during OIF will be 

unpacked through various resources including veteran testimony, as well as how the 

civilian culture surrounding the global war on terror was interconnected with each veteran 

both during their service in Iraq and well after their return. The aim here is not to restate 

how serving in the military and participating in a war can have negative effects on its 

surviving veterans, rather the goal is to illustrate how the war in Iraq was steeped in 

deception and dehumanizing conduct that resulted in a culture of veterans who struggle 

with nontraditional forms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). These forms of PTSD 

mostly stem from veterans feeling socially disconnected and a burden to society in the 

years following their returning home from combat. Using Chang’s concept of culture,8 

individual testimonies and their inherent biases will be highlighted within this 

                                                             
6 Chang 2016 
7 Ibid Pg. 46 
8 Ibid Pg. 21 “Individuals are cultural agents, but culture is not at all about individuality.” 
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autoethnography. Rather than avoided with the intent of analyzing the context of these 

veterans, their opinions, and their memories, to gain a better perspective of the 

surrounding culture that influenced veterans of OIF from their first conversation with a 

recruiter throughout their military career.  

The past decade has produced a significant effort to collect and publish the stories 

and opinions of veterans from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, laying the foundation to 

what could become its own field of study, specifically veterans’ history. A wide variety of 

these collections will be used here, providing examples from multiple perspectives of the 

often-controversial topics regarding OIF and the healthcare of its veteran community. 

Some examples of these works include: Tripp’s Surviving Iraq: Soldiers’ Stories, Minear’s 

collection from the Veteran History Project in the Library of Congress titled: Through 

Veterans’ Eyes, as well as autobiographical works such as Key’s The Deserter’s Tale, as told 

though Lawrence Hill that depicts military members who refused to take part in the War on 

Terror, and the autobiographical The Last True Story I’ll Ever Tell written by John Crawford. 

While some of the references used will be excerpts from published journals or letters from 

OIF veterans to friends or family members, most of the published collections of veteran 

testimonies originate from transcripts of formal interviews that were conducted directly 

with OIF veterans. Because some of these interviews were conducted long after the events 

took place, sometimes even years after, one must account for some level of inaccuracy in 

remembering specific details of years spent in a combat environment. The focus here is not 

to collect and analyze the details of veterans’ stories to compile an accurate list of 

traumatizing events from OIF, as they can be interpreted and remembered differently 

based on the service members’ subjectivity; rather, connections to the lasting impressions 
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that veterans have from the war in Iraq will be highlighted to illustrate how various 

elements surrounding OIF contributed to the psychological effects that the veterans 

struggle to live with.   

The primary subject of this autoethnography is David Koopman, an honorably 

discharged American Army veteran who served two one-year tours of duty to Iraq during 

the United States’ Operation Iraqi Freedom between 2005 and 2009. His testimony will be 

coupled with stories from other American OIF veterans and analyzed within Chang’s 

theoretical framework as well as secondary literature such as Edmund Burke’s Struggle 

and Survival in the Modern Middle East. With its extensive and diverse collection of 

microhistorical accounts Burke’s book is a very useful tool for examining individuals within 

his or her contextual and cultural situation. Furthermore, pertinent academic scholarship 

will be consulted to provide additional explanations for the accounts and arguments put 

forth by this research paper, particularly from the medical field which is the primary 

resource for studies regarding PTSD. A major premise that will be relied upon here is that 

this approach uncovers the untold stories of individual military members, which in turn 

gives readers a personal account of the topic of discussion. In her own autoethnography, 

ethnographer Ruth Behar refers to this vulnerable and subjective production process as 

giving up one’s cloak of academic objectivity9 and highlights the challenges of taking on 

projects of this sort within academia as well as the benefits of using autoethnography to 

create new genres of understanding and communicating academic fieldwork. This project 

does not claim to be comprehensive. The scope of this study was limited to a small 

                                                             
9 Behar 1996 Pg. 11 
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percentage of the available veteran testimonies but aims to serve as a stepping stone for 

much needed further research in the growing field of veteran’s history projects. This 

project also intends to help bridge the gap of understanding between those who served the 

war in Iraq with those who did not by highlighting the traumatic commonalities between 

OIF veteran testimonies and how these events have resulted in a shared but also personally 

unique form of PSTD in a higher percentage of surviving veterans than any previous U.S. 

military conflict.10  

Recruitment and training 

David was raised in a conservative family in a small city in Montana, and his 

motivation to join the Army in November of 2004 was primarily for its education benefits, 

but also for the opportunity to explore new places, cultures, and people. He grew up 

exploring the outdoors, working on old cars, as well as collecting and trading sports 

memorabilia to supplement his passion for athletics. His maternal grandparents served in 

the U.S. armed forces, but he never gave much thought to joining the military throughout 

his childhood. Attending college was always a goal for David, as each of his three older 

sisters had done before him, but the looming question of how to pay for it was always on 

his mind. He was contacted by military recruiters from multiple branches throughout his 

high school years, even going so far as to take the armed forces vocational aptitude battery 

(ASVAB) test for the Air Force, but as was the case with many of his future comrades David 

was ultimately enticed by the cash bonus and college education benefits and join the Army 

in November of 2004.  

                                                             
10 Ramchand 2010 Pg. 66 
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Every modern veteran’s military career begins with recruitment. Every U.S. military 

member who deployed in support of OIF joined the military voluntarily and was also 

constantly reminded of this throughout the more difficult times during service. Some 

choose the track to become an officer which requires a bachelor’s degree and usually an 

eight-year commitment to the military. Most simply sign up for a four-year commitment 

and start near the bottom of the regular enlisted track. Especially after 9/11 there were 

multiple surges of troops deployed to support the global war on terror in Afghanistan and 

Iraq that required increased numbers of new recruits. To prioritize the increased demand 

of new recruits, recruiters were given a monthly quota of getting at least two new recruits 

per month.11 For some recruiters during this period eager enlistees like Ken Davis fell right 

into their laps .12 For other recruiters reaching the monthly quota was not so easy, and 

many resorted to very deceptive tactics to fulfil their duty of getting numbers.  

Military recruiters have never been regarded as the most honest people. Particularly 

during the recruiting frenzy triggered by the global war on terror, their mission was to fill a 

quota, and many would do whatever it took to accomplish it. While some recruiters 

enjoyed and thrived in this environment, others such as Jimmy Massey quit recruiting for 

the military after multiple years because they were tired of lying.13 Virtually every veteran 

and testimony consulted for this study revealed an element of deception used during 

recruitment, such as recruiters leaving voicemails for target recruits threatening them with 

arrest warrants if they did not show up to the recruiting stations.14 David’s own recruiter 

                                                             
11 Laufer 2006 Pg. 91 
12 Wood 2006 Pg. 88 Ken says, “The day 9/11 happened, I was on the phone with my recruiters, knowing that I had 
to do something to help defend my country.” 
13 Laufer 2006 Pg. 94  
14 Laufer 2006 Pg. 91 
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forged a high school diploma for him because homeschooled recruits required more effort 

and paperwork.15 Whether recruits had an honest recruiter or not, they were all quickly 

reminded in basic training that whatever their recruiter told them did not matter anymore; 

they had signed their name in agreement to do whatever the military told them to. This 

style of recruitment reduces humans to numbers, or a quota of numbers, and was the first 

layer of the deceptive and dehumanizing environment that consumed the post-9/11 

military environment.  

Recruitment for the military was not only deceptive, but also targeted lower income 

and minority communities to fulfill their monthly quotas. For most recruits, the financial 

incentives of joining the military outweighed patriotic duty,16 and were the main reason 

why they chose to commit to the military. The guaranteed salary, education benefits, and 

certified skills attained through military training are especially appealing to those in a 

lower social class community who wish to gain more respect yet is often perceived as a last 

resort or form of rebellion for those from middle-to-upper class communities. All five 

branches of the military utilize the JROTC (Junior Reserve Officer Training Course) 

recruitment program in high schools throughout America, but many are concerned with 

who these programs targets.  Gutmann and Lutz show that the military has put these 

programs (JROTC) in over 3,200 high schools around the country and has especially 

concentrated them in less well-to-do and ethnic minority high schools.17 These examples 

                                                             
15 David was told his homeschooled status limited the jobs he could sign up for in the Army but found out later his 
recruiter forged a high school diploma for him anyway.  
16 Minear 2010 Pg. 22 
17 Gutmann & Lutz 2010 Pg. 28 
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expose a pre-modern strategy for assembling a national military force that was used during 

OIF; one that focused not on the quality of its recruits but only the quantity of them.  

Making matters even worse was another major recruitment tool that was heavily 

used during the GWOT: waivers. There are certain things that prohibit a person from 

joining the military, such as age, physical or mental disability, criminal record, even 

offensive or overly visible tattoos could be a dead end for many who hope to join the 

military. During the GWOT, however, waivers for examples such as these and others were 

used at rates never before seen to fill the quota of two per month.18 David first realized the 

full extent to which the waiver program affected his job while serving his first deployment 

to Iraq in the spring of 2006 when he was shown a complete list of his squad’s GT scores.19 

The requirement for his job was a GT score of 110 or above, which David fulfilled with a 

score of 114, but he saw that he was one of only three within his twelve man squad who 

actually scored high enough to qualify for their very technical job without a waiver. David’s 

unit was filled with waiver holders, including one soldier who needed a waiver for a tattoo 

on the back of his neck that represented a known violent gang, a few for health concerns 

such as asthma and flat feet, and another who claimed to have used his cousin’s identity to 

join the military and avoid an outstanding arrest warrant. Like it or not, these were the 

comrades that soldiers would spend their careers shoulder to shoulder with, from basic 

training barracks and field exercises to dusty tents overseas and live-action warfare.  

Although he considered offers from multiple braches of the military, David 

ultimately decided to join the Army because his recruiter promised to grant David’s wish of 

                                                             
18 Minear 2010 Pg. 21 highlights waiver usage and the targeting of previously undesirable or unqualified recruits.   
19 Rating from military ASVAB entry exam used primarily by the Army in assigning jobs.  
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being a vehicle mechanic. This was opposed to the technical jobs that the other branches 

wanted him to sign up for due to his high score on the ASFAB. Ironically, when David 

arrived at Fort Sill Oklahoma for Basic Training it was as a 13R, or Firefinder Radar 

Operator, as it was the most appealing of the four choices given to him when the time came 

to sign his initial service contract (none of which was in mechanics). David decided that the 

radar job was a relatively safe option for an eventual deployment and would translate well 

into the civilian job market once his four-year contract was fulfilled, and that he would still 

be able to utilize his college benefits both during and after his service commitment. 

Ultimately, this convinced David that the overall benefits of joining the army still 

outweighed the cost of leaving his home of 18 years and its limited local opportunities for 

the future.   

Basic training is a very intense introduction to the military, as most recruits expect 

it to be. As David’s opinion was that although it was indeed quite demanding physically, 

most of all basic training was mentally exhausting. Recruits lived in large shared areas 

called bays with around 200 other newly shaved heads from all over the country and were 

all expected to build comradery amongst themselves through 10 weeks of grueling hyper-

masculine training exercises. Whether the recruits were running an obstacle course or 

demolishing sandbags as a part of bayonet training, they were expected to be highly 

motivated and finish the training exercises by yelling “kill!” at the top of their lungs. When 

asked about Marine boot camp, Robert Zabala specifically highlighted the motivational 

chanting as particularly disturbing, which David also confirmed as a major theme 
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throughout Army Basic Training.20 Although they came from a variety of locations around 

the U.S., most of the recruits were 18-20 years old, came from modest family incomes, and 

perused a common goal of attaining better future opportunities through military service 

than those available at home. Some swore that they would only fulfil their initial contract 

and get out as soon as possible, while others insisted that they planned on fulfilling the 

minimum 20 years necessary to retire will full benefits. Side by side, these young men and 

women collectively learned the Army Values, how to follow orders and work as a team to 

accomplish the mission, as well as how to adapt to circumstances changing in the blink of 

an eye. Once recruits pass all the requirements to graduate from trainee status to active 

duty, they receive their first duty assignment and anxiously begin reaping the rewards of 

being an active duty soldier.  

While conducting Army Basic training in 2004 David and the rest of the young 

recruits were repeatedly reminded that their official job titles that they signed up for held 

little importance, and once they deployed, which would most likely be within a year of 

completing their initial training, they would be doing the same job as everybody else, 

namely “kicking in doors.”21 Within the roughly 200 new recruits that David conducted his 

training with there were future mechanics, radio operators, drivers, and radar mechanics, 

only to name a few. Yet during OIF, in addition to the standard strength and team building 

exercises, there was additional specific attention given to training all new recruits how a 

unit should properly raid a building. This training was usually conducted in a makeshift 

urban environment with the drill instructors dressed in makeshift Middle Eastern style 

                                                             
20 Laufer 2006 pg. 138 “Everything they do is ‘Kill…it just didn’t feel right.’” 
21 Term for urban training exercises that focused on clearing and searching homes.   
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clothing while lurking around the city and waiting to ambush the recruits. It was during 

this training exercise that young service members were taught that their enemy wore no 

uniform, was cleverly hidden among the civilian population, and was primarily 

unidentifiable until they decided to engage in hostile action. Recruits were reprimanded for 

engaging one of the sneaky Arab looking figures if they were not engaged upon first, but 

also encouraged to be as forceful as necessary to keep the situation from escalating to the 

use of deadly force. They were taught to minimize collateral damage to the local 

population, but most importantly to have the back of the guys next to you and always place 

the mission first. 22 While self-preservation is common historically throughout military 

conflicts, OIF framed the local population as both desperate for liberation as well as 

dangerously aggressive towards Western ideologies and intervention, which left U.S. 

service members with a very difficult mission of winning the hearts and minds of people 

who were also identified as the enemy.  

Military towns and environment 

Cities around the world that house one of the U.S.’s many military installations share 

many common traits that contribute to its’ “military town” status. Daily roars of jets flying 

overhead, rumbling convoys of camouflaged trucks cruising highways, and the booming 

echoes of a nearby artillery range are only a few examples that products from the bases 

themselves. Outside the fence there are many similarities as well, mostly economically 

based on feeding off service members’ salaries.  For many newly recruited young service 

members the military is their first job or guaranteed bi-monthly paycheck, and 

                                                             
22 “I will always place the mission first” is the first of the five Army Values. 
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understandably so, the culture and local economy of the military town is largely geared 

towards catering towards its military members. Military towns have an abundance of new 

and used car dealerships waiting directly outside the checkpoints to the installation, all of 

which are proficient in setting up a direct withdrawal from service members’ paychecks to 

pay for the shiny Ford Mustang or other flashy car that young military members feel that 

they can finally afford. Mixed with the car dealers, military towns also have an abundance 

of bars, strip clubs, and “massage parlors”23, all of which feed off the steady diet of shaved 

heads that funnel through their doors while looking for the most satisfying ways to spend 

their salaries.  

For David, his military town was Lawton, Oklahoma, and although it was in the 

southern region of what is considered as the Bible belt of the U.S., still had an abundance of 

establishments that profited from catering to the vices of its local military members. Some 

of these establishments were “black listed”24 by the Fort Sill commander at the time, 

including a strip club called “Dragon’s West” where service members had been murdered 

or found dead on multiple occasions during David’s time in Lawton. Although the alcohol 

content of the beer in Oklahoma was regulated to 3.2% due to the conservative and 

religious views of its citizens, it did not seem to deter excessive alcoholism with its local 

service members who would at times even drive an hour each way to Wichita Falls, Texas 

to bring back a supply of “real beer.” Alcohol and substance abuse were abundant virtually 

everywhere service members were stationed, including during deployments to combat 

                                                             
23 The majority of these “massage parlors” catered towards their patron’s sexual desires rather than traditional 
massage therapy.  
24 Term for the list of businesses that service members were prohibited from patronizing.  
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zones such as Iraq, which illustrates that this toxic environment was essentially accepted as 

a normal and masculine aspect of the military environment.  

In addition to high rates of alcohol consumption, tobacco use in the form of smoking 

cigarettes as well as chewing tobacco are commonly found addictions throughout the 

military. This is particularly evident for young lower-enlisted service members25 David also 

confirms his own tobacco usage habits during his own military service, both smoking 

cigarettes and chewing tobacco, that he felt was encouraged by the military environment as 

he found that only smokers were allowed to take regular breaks, and that non-smokers 

were still responsible for keeping their area of operations (AO) free of trash that was 

mostly cigarette butts. Tobacco products and alcohol were cheap to purchase through 

AAFES on-post and provided short social breaks from the stress of daily life in the military. 

While the negative impacts of nicotine addiction on personal health are a well-researched 

topic, in his intensive study regarding OIF veterans, their smoking habits, and the 

connection to PTSD, McClernon further concludes that tobacco addiction could very well be 

a contributing factor towards developing mental illness and that the veterans’ expectations 

about the positive features of smoking are significantly higher and likely need to be 

addressed in smoking cessation interventions.26 Addictions to nicotine and alcohol have 

existed within the military environment for centuries, and while not every service member 

becomes addicted to these substances, it is important to acknowledge the full range of 

                                                             
25 Ender 2009 Pg. 23 “Cigarettes and other tobacco products were the vice for junior enlisted soldiers…smoking 
became normative as it helped lubricate and facilitate social interaction and stave off another form of boredom.”  
26 McClernon 2013 Pg. 1186  
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health hazards that can be attributed to them, its influence on developing mental illness, 

and their widespread usage as self-medication for PTSD.   
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Money was a primary motivator for military service. For many recruits this was the 

first time that they had access to regular paychecks, bonuses, tax-free incentives, along 

with health care and tuition-free college education. The photo above is the front page of an 

Army Times monthly newspaper that was published in the middle of OIF as well as David’s 

four-years spent in the Army, and serves as a great primary resource regarding military 

culture during this time.27 References to money take up roughly 75% of its content, with 

smaller headlines that highlight articles to save your marriage and read about the “poster 

boy” Iraqi general who, fearing for his family after Saddam had two of his relatives killed, 

decided not to flee from Iraq during their war with Iran and has chosen to do the same 

again by working with the Americans towards building democracy in his homeland. The 

only other references to the GWOT that are within the pages of this edition is the sections 

that publishes the most recent number of service members who have lost their lives 

serving overseas, with most of the content focusing on informing soldiers of all the ways in 

which the military will take care of them and their families financially. If they stay 

committed to reenlisting for bonuses and deploying for special pay they would be entitled 

to receive that included hazardous duty pay, separation from family pay, and a per diem for 

service spent outside one’s assigned duty station.  

One primary distinction between OIF and other examples of foreign military 

conflicts such as the war in Vietnam, America’s other most controversial war, is such an 

exaggerated and obvious use of financial motivation for voluntary recruitment and 

retention. Veterans who served in Vietnam were primarily drafted into service rather than 

                                                             
27 Army Times 2007 
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the 100% voluntary military that was employed during the GWOT. For many, serving in the 

military for financial security outweighed patriotic duties, and additionally became a 

source of addiction for many veterans after their military service as many OIF veterans 

transitioned to the lucrative defense contracting industry to keep deploying overseas to 

perform a similar job for a 6-figure salary. The military culture during GWOT can be 

summarized as a military welfare state, where service members fed off financial 

entitlements to sustain themselves through the various physical and mental struggles of 

their service.   

OIF: The war without a mission   

Warfare and military occupation are the most tragic outcomes of political power 

struggles, both for the service members involved as well as the civilians who are 

unfortunate enough to be caught in the middle of these nasty conflicts. Besides the obvious 

tragedy of the loss of human lives and the communities that are devastated from warfare, 

growing attention is being given to the community of surviving wartime casualties that are 

afflicted with post-war psychological heath issues. Diagnosing and treating post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD) has become the focal point for most of the modern veterans service 

organizations since OIF, yet popular discussion rarely asks why this war in particular 

produced so many psychologically damaged veterans.28 While veterans returning from war 

with psychological damage is not something unique to OIF or the global war on terror, 

evidence suggests that the most recent war in Iraq has produced a more prevalent but 

harder to identify form of PTSD that has been met with insufficient treatment facilities 
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from the VA healthcare system. By 2014 the number of veteran suicides grew to a 

staggering number of twenty per-day and accounted for 18% of the total number of 

suicides in the United States,29 and while many medical professionals and veterans’ 

outreach programs have helped combat veterans treat their mental illnesses there is still 

much to be learned about the illness itself, the collective factors that cause it, and the most 

effective treatment methods. These tragic consequences are rarely considered when 

politicians advocate war as the only solution to a conflict with another nation or group, or 

in the case of the Iraq war, justify invasions for national defense to combat the often used 

but rarely defined menace posed by “terrorism.”  

When the U.S. decided to attack Saddam Hussein in 2003 Iraq was a nation that was 

still struggling to recover from the humanitarian crisis that was a direct result of the 

sanctions imposed on them from the Gulf War. For over a decade the sanctions caused 

shortages of virtually everything from food to medical supplies, resulting in the Iraqi 

people suffering under such deplorable living conditions that one UN Humanitarian 

Coordinator for Iraq summarized that the sanctions amounted to genocide.30 These 

sanctions were not lifted until after Saddam was captured during OIF in 200331 and his 

entire Ba’athist regime removed from power, but the lack of national infrastructure 

coupled with a brutal U.S. led invasion created what Otterman and Hill call the Iraqi 

diaspora.32 The number of displaced Iraqi civilians grew into the millions following the 

sanctions period and 2003 invasion, and over the next decade millions of American service 
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members would take their place in the form of a massive and costly military occupation. 

What was advertised as a relatively simple mission to remove Saddam Hussein and his 

WMDs from being a threat to international security evolved into an even worse 

humanitarian crisis than before the invasion took place. Focusing on how the humanitarian 

crisis caused 3.5 million Iraqi children to be out of school with very little to engage them, 

OIF veteran Jonathan Powers asks if these kids who have been ignored throughout the 

conflict will the next generation of insurgents?33 Many other veterans had similar questions 

while serving OIF and continue to search for answers in the years after returning home. 

These questions often focus on understanding the true nature of the U.S. invasion of Iraq, 

the political agenda that existed behind the poorly-defined mission during OIF, and for 

what service members were truly used for.  

In the summer of 2005, nineteen-year-old David found himself in the heart of the 

Fertile Crescent that he had learned of in Sunday school as a child. It wasn’t looking nearly 

as fertile as he had imagined and was generally referred to as “the sandbox” by those who 

served there. The air is almost always filled with dust and the smell of something burning. 

Most of the time it was petroleum products or burning trash, especially on the military 

bases where there always seemed to be a burn pit raging somewhere, but it was also 

common to have a few consecutive days or weeks with black streaks across the sky that 

signaled oil fires below also filled the air with its own distinct aroma. Particularly in the 

first year of the invasion of Iraq (2003) when President Bush’s “de-Ba`athification” process 

led to the removal of the country’s public workers due to their inherent connection to 
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Saddam’s Baath party, and resulted in extremely unsanitary conditions in urban areas that 

no longer had trash and sewage services. These smells are a very vivid memory for OIF 

veterans and is one of the often-overlooked triggers for symptoms of PTSD long after the 

veteran has returned from combat. For example, in John Crawford’s autobiography titled 

“The Last True Story I’ll ever Tell” he highlights fuel and feces as memories of the poor air 

conditions in Iraq34 Memories connected to these smells can be recalled years later while a 

veteran is simply going for a drive with his or her family that happens to pass by a landfill 

or burn pit. Having that one smell send a veteran back to a war zone in their own mind 

makes them more vulnerable to overreacting to the anxiety that many already feel from 

elements in their surroundings such as noises from children or fireworks, overly aggressive 

or particularly slow drivers, and even just representations of Islamic practice or Muslims. 

While none of these examples are meant to represent the experiences of each OIF veteran, 

whether they have been diagnosed with PTSD or not, they deserve to be recognized as 

factors to many who served and continue to struggle to survive with the cost.  

A reoccurring theme that is found in OIF veterans’ testimonies is the lack of a 

defined mission. Every troop had his own set of daily assignments and obligations to the 

overall mission, but many found themselves wondering “what are we doing here?”35 In the 

early stages of OIF the mission was relatively clear, remove Saddam Hussein from power, 

find and destroy his weapons of mass destruction (WMD), and help rebuild Iraqi society by 

instilling democracy. While it was largely disagreed upon internationally whether this 
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mission was justified or not, the goal itself was relatively clear. Although WMDs were never 

found, Saddam was captured in the first year of the conflict, and over 100,000 American 

forces remained in Iraq as part of the rebuilding stage that resulted in over 7 years of 

military occupation. Many veterans who were deployed to Iraq during the first 6 months of 

the war agree that the majority of the local Iraqi population was initially supportive of U.S. 

efforts to remove Saddam, but also feared a lengthy military occupation and strongly 

wished for the American forces and their allies to leave Iraq as soon as possible.36 Once 

Saddam was captured and it was clear to the world that American forces had no immediate 

exit strategy and appeared to be settling in for a lengthy occupation of Iraq local support 

started to decrease as Iraq turned into a magnet for violent anti-American and anti-

Western “insurgency.”  

Insurgents wore no official uniform, did not fight for any “nation,” could not be 

physically distinguished from the local civilian population, and create a hydra-headed 

proliferating enemy force that grows new cells and attracts volunteers and mercenaries 

without regard to national boundaries.37 This resulted in nearly a decade of unconventional 

and confusing warfare against an unidentifiable enemy that exposed millions of innocent 

Iraqi civilians to the brutal force in which the Americans used against the insurgency 

during its Global War on Terror. The longer U.S. forces stayed in Iraq the more time 

insurgents had to assemble attacks against Western occupation, and the longer local Iraqis 

were forced to live in a dangerous military zone that was still lacking national 

infrastructure to take care of their most basic needs. These horrible living conditions for 
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local Iraqis is described by one veteran, Jonathan Powers, who also emphasizes the overall 

lack of mission and purpose.38 Meanwhile, President Bush is making victory speeches on 

aircraft carriers39 and his cabinet is leading Americans to believe that the war in Iraq was 

going according to plan; making it blatantly obvious to the service members participating 

in the war that deception and manipulation of the media would be cornerstones 

throughout the remainder of the conflict.  

In comparison to previous military conflicts overseas, U.S. troops involved with OIF 

experienced more-frequent deployments, for greater lengths of time (up to 18 months), 

with shorter rest periods in between deployments to spend with family. These factors 

created an abnormally stressful environment for many servicemembers, the effects of 

which were evident both during deployments as well as during the time before and after 

them. During the first decade that followed 9/11 the GWOT was intertwined with virtually 

every aspect of daily activities for service members. After repeated deployments to Iraq 

many service members questioned the motives of OIF and the GWOT in general, including 

Benjamin Flanders.40 The same sentiments are echoed by Chris Magaoay, who also 

connects his confusion to the patriotism that was fueling OIF and the GWOT41 Veterans’ 

vulnerability to mental illnesses such as PTSD are compounded by repeated deployments 

to combat environments as well as the length of the deployments, which helps explain how 
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OIF produced the highest percentage of veterans diagnosed with mental illnesses of any 

other military conflict that the U.S. has been involved in.42 

Due to the technology available during OIF, particularly those available with an 

internet connection, as well as the social interactions from the largely urban environment 

in which OIF took place it is widely argued that Americans in Iraq qualify as the least 

isolated in U.S. history.43 By the 2nd year of the occupation troops at virtually every camp 

had access to internet communication such as emailing, Skype video conversations, as well 

as telephones to stay in contact with loved ones back home. During his second deployment 

to Iraq, David was even given the opportunity to give a live interview to one of his 

hometown radio stations, live from Baghdad. David nervously accepted the invitation and 

proceeded down to the Camp Liberty media office the following evening before his 

scheduled shift. The interview lasted about 15 minutes and ranged from what kind of food 

was available to deployed service members to how the U.S. military was being received by 

the Iraqi public. Everybody back in Bozeman, Montana was able to hear David reassure 

them of all the wonderful things they had to enjoy thanks to KBR44, such as steak and 

lobster Monday’s at the chow hall, wireless internet spanning virtually every corner of 

Camp Liberty and MNDB, American fast food and coffee shops available 24/7, and most 

importantly, of course the Iraqi people supported the U.S. and their military efforts. What 

David’s family and friends did not hear was the warning given to him by the media staff Sgt. 

who facilitated the technical side of the interview from Baghdad. The warning essentially 
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assured David that if he said anything negative about President Bush, the war in Iraq, or 

even suggested that the support of the Iraqi people was in question that the interview 

would immediately be terminated, and that he would likely face UCMJ45 action from his 

chain of command. At the time he simply wished to bring a smile to the faces of his family 

and friends back home and was not concerned with accurately illustrating how the war and 

occupation were coming along. However, he later realized how the military was directly 

manipulating its own service members to convey a message that supported the current 

regime and its global war against terrorism.  

The day-to-day activities of troops in combat varied widely, but some of the most 

common stressors in OIF in particular have been identified as roadside bombs, IEDs, 

suicide bombers, the handling of human remains, killing an enemy, seeing friends and 

fellow comrades dead or injured, and the helplessness of not being able to stop violent 

situations that involved the local civilian population.46 After the capture of Saddam the 

overall mission in Iraq was poorly defined to the U.S. service members deployed to Iraq, 

and as this section has further highlighted, implemented deceptive and inadequate lines of 

communication to the American public as well as to the local Iraqi population throughout 

the conflict. These unique elements of OIF enhanced the stresses felt by its service 

members both during their deployments as well as in the years following their return. Each 

veteran felt and interpreted these elements of war in their own personal ways, and 

unfortunately as we will explore in the following section, resulted in an abnormally high 

percentage of these veterans who continue to struggle with the trauma and guilt that stems 
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from the physical and mental injuries that they sustained from their combat experiences in 

Iraq.  

FOB Culture  

The Forward Operating Bases (FOBs) in Iraq varied in size and accommodations, 

but each created its own microeconomy. Incoming troops would bargain with or 

“acquire”47 from those who were about to depart for the items that would be left behind 

such as mini refrigerators, personal DVD players, 240V to 120V power inverters, 

televisions, premium mattresses, as well as for intelligence on where a person could 

acquire certain items that were considered contraband, alcohol in particular. Many FOBs 

also had an AAFES (Army & Air Force Exchange Service) building where military and 

civilian contractors could purchase items such as tobacco products, personal hygiene items, 

uniforms and authorized accessories, along with electronic entertainment like televisions, 

laptop computers, and newly released DVDs. These shopping centers usually also included 

a section for local Iraqi vendors that sold cheaper cigarettes, bootleg DVD’s, and a variety of 

collector items such as hookahs, Middle Eastern rugs, and old Iraqi currency with Saddam’s 

picture on it. The Iraqi markets were known as “haji-marts”, as the word “haji” was used as 

a derogatory term to identify virtually everything of local origin from people to store-

bought items. Crawford’s testimony also highlights the dehumanizing attitudes that service 

members had towards the local vendors when he describes one Iraqi shop owner named 

Whalee, who Crawford says was the closest thing we had to a haji friend48 Crawford’s book 

                                                             
47 Commonly used term to avoid the guilt of “stealing” 
48 Crawford 2006 Pg. 145 “…we almost considered him to be a real person, and in war, that’s about the most you 
can ask for.” 



 32 
 

should be considered an extreme example of negativity felt by a service member towards 

Iraqis, as there are many examples of OIF veterans who did not allow themselves to 

develop such a prejudiced view of the local Iraqi population. Rather it represents an 

example of the negativity that that existed throughout the ranks of OIF service members 

and was an additional stressful conflict for service members to struggle with.  

Throughout the war and lengthy military occupation of Iraq nothing that was Iraqi 

was nearly as good as that which was American, from cigarettes to military and religion, 

the local population and its culture was not valued by most of U.S. forces who were sent 

there to make the world a safer place. Matthew Winn provides a prime example of this 

opinion when he admits in his testimony that while he was serving OIF he really didn’t care 

about the Iraqi culture at all.49 The purpose for highlighting the dehumanizing opinions 

that some OIF service members had towards the local Iraqi people and culture is not to 

argue that this was the majority opinion held during the conflict, but to illustrate how 

common it was to encounter such opinions. This further explains how it fuels a 

desensitization of the service members towards the people they are supposed to be 

protecting and serving, which was a primary failure of OIF.  

It was not uncommon for recruits to complete training together and receive the 

same first duty station. David himself was assigned to a small unit at Fort Sill with six of the 

same young men that he had either completed basic training with or Advanced Individual 

Training (AIT). Three of those six were in David’s seven-man section that deployed for a 

year to Iraq in support of OIF. They served together on a total of three different FOBs 

                                                             
49 Wood 2006 Pg. 147 “I really don’t give a damn about Iraqis and their culture…the Americans are what drive me 
and my family and everybody here and at home.” 



 33 
 

around northern Iraq, primarily operating the Firefinder radars that detected incoming 

mortars and rockets and tracked them back to their origins. Given their lack of combat 

experience, David and his comrades were often referred to as “fobbits” because they rarely 

left the secured military compounds. Troops loved using nicknames to distinguish status, 

either as a way of raising one’s own status or demeaning that of another. Although the 

military itself is reliant upon teamwork and comradery it is also an environment that 

promotes self-achievement, masculinity, and competition. As is the case with “fobbits” not 

being regarded as being as good of soldiers by those who were routinely on convoys and 

kicking in doors in the search for insurgents, soldiers who had not completed airborne 

school were labeled as “dirty nasty legs” by those who had. Anybody of Middle Eastern 

descent that troops encountered or spoke of during OIF were known as either “hajis,” 

“towel-heads,” or “sand niggers.” Geoffrey Millard further illustrates deployed American 

service members’ twisted usage of this local Arabic term that is meant to identify and give 

proper respect to someone who has completed the pilgrimage to Mecca as one of the five 

pillars of Islam.50 The same sort of dehumanizing nicknaming was also prevalent during the 

Vietnam War, as Asian combatants there were frequently referred to as “gooks.” This 

illustrates that the U.S. military environment has not had a very good track record of 

respecting the local cultures that exist within the borders of the targets of American 

militarized intervention and occupation.  

Especially for troops such as David who had come from a conservative upbringing, 

the overall vulgarity of the military environment and lack of what they constituted as 

                                                             
50 Hedges 2008 pg. xvi “…’haji’ is always used as a term of disrespect, and usually with the F-word in front of it.” 



 34 
 

proper morals, helped lay the foundation for later PTSD diagnosis. Stereotypes about Islam 

and Arabs solidify quickly into a crude racism, especially in the confines of the military and 

on the dangerous streets of Iraq.51 David and others have stated that it was common to 

hear troops saying things to the effect of “If only we would nuke the Middle East all of the 

world’s problems would be solved” which not only dehumanizes the hundreds of millions 

of inhabitants of Middle Eastern lands, but also promotes military mass killings as the only 

valid method for obtaining peace. The vulgar and demeaning manner in which many 

military members refer to “others”52 is often disregarded as a product of the rugged nature 

of the military environment, but when this sort of toxic behavior exists within the context 

of military occupation the results can be disastrous for both sides of the conflict. Sexist and 

racist environments hinder building genuine comradery between service members or 

respect with those who are perceived as foreigners, which was one of the elements that 

caused so much conflict between U.S. forces and the local Iraqi population. Many veterans 

felt that their actions in Iraq could be interpreted by the local populations as senseless 

terror that would lead to growing numbers of people fighting against them.53 Schrader 

illustrates a primary concern that troops in Iraq had during this time, namely that the 

efforts of the US and its allies were largely producing precisely the opposite results than 

were desired, and that support from the local Iraqi population was clearly dwindling as 

violent support for the opposition to the brutal U.S. led occupation was steadily growing.  
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Another of the economy-driven trading markets that existed within the dozens of 

U.S. FOB’s that were scattered around Iraq consisted of countless gigabits worth of 

pornography and gruesome images of dead Iraqi “insurgents” that the Americans armed 

forces had proudly eliminated. Thumb drives containing digital photographs of dead 

bodies, or what was left of them, were shared among troops, each adding their own 

personal stash to the constantly growing collection of combat carnage. David estimates that 

less than half of his comrades participated in the perverted file sharing, but everybody 

knew that it was going on. Many OIF veteran were concerned about the photograph trading 

environment during OIF and how it would be interpreted if the families of the deceased 

Iraqis ever discovered the existence of such grewsome memories of their loved ones.54 This 

was not the honorable military life that David’s recruiter had sold him. David grew up 

trading sports cards and memorabilia, but during OIF his closest friends and comrades 

were swapping personal hero highlight videos of gruesome digital media. The digital media 

also made its way from combat back to the US, as Chris Magaoay told of a particular event 

before his deployment to Iraq that contributed to his decision to become a conscientious 

objector to the war in Iraq where he asked one of his superiors about the war and was 

shown a photograph of a charred body in the fetal position. The body was still on fire, and 

the picture showed his supervisor bent over, trying to light a cigarette off this dead body.55 

Veteran testimonies such as this illustrate how comfortable a noncommissioned officer was 

during this time showing off his personal collection of digital manhood to prepare his 

troops for what they would be facing soon, and how this helped create an amoral 
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environment within the US military that many continue to struggle with on a deeply 

personal level many years after they return from experiencing the combat carnage for 

themselves. These digital collections are a unique production from OIF that illustrate how 

easy access to personal digital recording devices and the global sharing ability via internet 

connection has influenced the morale and psyche of the service members involved in the 

conflict.  

Veterans of OIF often identify the moral and ethical challenges that they faced 

during their military service in general as well as during their deployments to Iraq as major 

contributor to the stress and anxiety of coming home and trying to return to a normal 

civilian life again. Minear describes this as veteran’s struggle to survive and to function and 

to function within accepted parameters that was a direct result of troops deployed in 

support of OIF, behaving—and to be seen by others as behaving—in ways that robbed 

them of their humanity and undermined the stature of the U.S. and its military.56 This point 

is not raised here as an attempt to demonize any of the veterans of OIF who volunteered to 

serve their country, but rather draw focus to the disastrous way in which the invasion and 

ensuing occupation of Iraq was conducted, and the ways in which the toxic and deadly 

environment that was created from it lingers in the hearts and minds of the veterans who 

experienced it.  

Deception is a commonly used military tactic during wartime for strategic purposes 

on the battlefield, but the deception used by the U.S. government and military during OIF 

exceeded the usual operational security (OPSEC). From top to bottom, service members to 
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politicians, deception was widely used during OIF for what mostly appears to be personal 

gain rather than wartime strategy. After his base in Baiji, Iraq sustained a major mortar 

attack during his first deployment David was asked by his squad’s officer to complete a 

statement with other members of the squad describing how they found themselves 

dodging impacting mortars and shrapnel at close range, so they would all meet the 

requirements to receive a combat action badge (CAB). This was a prestigious award in the 

hyper masculine Army, especially to fobbits such as David and his squad, as it represented 

true combat action. The CAB is one of the few decorations that is permitted to be worn on 

the duty uniform, not only on the dress uniform that is normally the only uniform that 

displays the soldiers’ full array of military decorations, which makes it one of the most 

desirable awards to receive while serving in the military. Although David naturally wanted 

to return to Fort Sill with a CAB, if he wanted to receive one for this instance, and help his 

comrades also receive one, he would have to fabricate a complete lie. David was asleep 

though the entire attack, as they happened so frequently that he had become desensitized 

to the blasts and warning sirens, and informed his officer that he could not write such a 

statement in good conscience. “But nobody will ever know” he was told, “everybody 

stretches the truth from time to time, and we’ve earned it.” If everybody takes part, then 

they could all lie together.57 This a well-used ideology that exists throughout the military 

and applies to protecting fellow soldiers as well as your own self interests. Although David 

never received a CAB, nor anybody else from his squad, upon returning to Fort Sill his First 

Sergeant was seen proudly wearing his own CAB that he received for an improvised 

explosive device (IED) blast that severely damaged one vehicle as well as the vehicle’s 
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gunner. First Sergeant Dutcher was not even present on the convoy that was hit by the IED; 

he was drinking a beer at home in Oklahoma with his wife while he was on his mid-tour 

leave.  

Outside the wire 

It did not take long after arriving in Iraq for American troops to see just how much 

of the overall mission there was being devoted to untraditional urban warfare that largely 

focused on policing the local population. After taking part in thousands of raids himself, Sgt. 

Bruhns recounts that standard raids were conducted most often in the homes of Iraqi 

civilians by a team of soldiers bursting through the kicked in or shotgun blasted door in the 

middle of the night, flashlights crisscrossing and voices screaming in a foreign language.58 

Bruhns further explains how the man of the house is discovered and ripped from bed in 

front of his wife to humiliate him and demonstrate a show of power and force, followed by 

the man being interrogated at gunpoint in front of his family. The house is searched to the 

point where it is left looking like a hurricane just hit it, and more often than not, nothing 

illegal or suspicious is found and the family is left with a friendly, “Have a nice evening.” 59 

Rarely were raids considered to be successful in that they led to discovering weapons or 

insurgent activity. More often than not the raids were based on questionable intelligence 

and simply led to more Iraqi families being terrorized in the middle of the night.   

Joshua Key estimated that he took part in over a hundred raids during his 

deployment to Iraq, with every single one of them being a bust.60 Although David and the 
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other fobbits were not asked to perform raids, there was never a shortage of stories 

circulating in the camps from the returning foot soldiers who conducted the raids daily that 

support Hedges introductory claim of how raiding homes became something of a sport for 

many service members61 The stories that were being boasted to David to demean his fobbit 

status never told of finding weapons or anything that could be considered a risk to 

American or Iraqi security. Rather, they were always stories of playground bullies in 

uniform picking on those who were virtually powerless to defend themselves. In this 

instance the bullies had machine guns and were being directed by another American 

President named Bush. The immediate damage that resulted from raids was primarily 

material, whether it be the blasted front door or scattered and broken personal belongings, 

but the psychological anguish to the terrorized civilians and veterans who were ordered to 

conduct these missions was arguably the most damaging of all.  

As demoralizing and destructive to the Iraqi people as home raids were, many of the 

civilian fatalities that occurred from direct contact with U.S. military forces were at 

roadside checkpoints that were scattered around the country as part of an effort to control 

insurgent activity and the flow of weapons and bomb making materials. Checkpoints were 

often established quickly in specific strategic locations with high volumes of traffic, known 

as “flash checkpoints” and were always heavily armed with troops armed with a mounted 

.50 caliber or similar machine gun ready to fire upon any vehicle that was seen as a threat. 

The local population often would stumble onto one of these poorly marked checkpoints 

during a regular commute, and due to poor visual guidance and communication between 
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troops and motorists, checkpoints were frequently sites of civilian death collection rather 

than seizure of the weapons that they were intended for. The devastating toll that these 

checkpoints caused is frequently cited by OIF veterans, including Jimmy who felt the 

checkpoints were causing far too many casualties and failing to yield any weapons that 

were supposed to be their primary purpose.62 Even if mass supplies of weaponry were 

being discovered and confiscated at these checkpoints it is impossible to justify the 

casualty rates that they were also producing, but that is exactly what each veteran who 

served on a checkpoint in Iraq was required to do on a daily basis.  

There were multiple reasons why American military checkpoints on the roads of 

Iraq during OIF lead to the unnecessary deaths of thousands of innocent Iraqi civilians. 

Two of the most prominent factors were the fear the fear that anybody in any vehicle could 

be an insurgent ready to detonate a suicide bomb, as well as the ongoing communication 

barriers between the English-speaking occupying military forces and the Arabic and 

Kurdish-speaking civilian population. When discussing his time serving on roadside 

checkpoints during OIF, former army recruiter and staff sergeant Jimmy Massey felt that 

they didn’t know who the enemy was,63 and concludes that during his time assigned to a 

checkpoint in Iraq not a single weapon was found when the clean-up team sorted out the 

bullet ridden vehicles and corpses.64 Of the dozens of veteran testimonies that were 

consulted for this paper, all of the veterans who acknowledged time served on a checkpoint 

during OIF also made reference to the unfortunate reality that this environment created a 
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substantial loss of innocent civilian lives. Hedges concludes the same after consulting a far 

greater number of veterans, and further stressed that OIF veterans testimonies reveal how 

the civilian death tolls from checkpoints ran into the hundreds or thousands.65 These 

cannot be denied as tragic outcomes, both for the powerless victims and their surviving 

family as well as for the veterans who spend the remainder of their lives struggling to 

survive with the memories of OIF and the guilt of their personal actions during one of the 

most emotionally exciting and conflicting periods of their youth.  

As ill-prepared as American service members were for searching civilian homes 

respectfully or maintaining safe roadside checkpoints, the ugly and bloody battle between 

soldier and civilian continued at prisoner detention facilities. The first example of this to 

make international headlines was Abu Ghraib prison, one of Saddam’s infamous torture 

chambers that U.S. forces took over and used as a prison for most of OIF, which ignited 

outrage after a series of photographs taken at the prison that showed extreme examples of 

American military members mistreating their Iraqi prisoners were shown to the world on 

an episode of 60 Minutes II.66 During his time spent serving in the infamous Abu Ghraib 

prison in Iraq, Ken Davis recalls the mistreatment of a group of young Iraqi men who were 

charged with raping a young girl, that was based entirely on the statement of one witness. 

Ken says that he observed his fellow American service members mistreating prisoners on 

multiple occasions, including this instance where the Iraqi men were handcuffed together 

naked into a sort of sexually humiliating position.67 The witness later admitted that his 
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testimony was untrue, and the detainees were released, but the damage done to them, both 

physically and psychologically, may never fully heal which Ken admitted would be 

especially difficult to live with after the war was over.   

Generalized definitions of the detainees themselves that avoided typical POW 

treatment standards, a policy that also applies for other U.S. detention facilities such as 

Guantanamo Bay68, coupled with the secrecy of being sheltered from the media and the 

prevalent hatred towards Iraqi people produced an environment where bullying to the 

point of severe torture was completely acceptable.  Strasser expands on this policy and 

how it was implemented during OIF with torture techniques ranging from electrical shock 

to rape.69 This means that the law was specifically written to allow prisoner abuse rather 

than strengthen policy against it, and while not every veteran who served at a U.S. 

detention facility in Iraq abused their power or prisoners, those who did uncovered even 

more fatal flaws in how the U.S. was conducting its peace keeping mission in Iraq. McCarthy 

explains how the conduct of U.S. service members at Abu Ghraib was no different from the 

examples used from the same prison to condemn Saddam Hussein and his Ba’athist 

regime.70 As McCarthy illustrates, the abuses that occurred at U.S. prisons in Iraq were not 

only shocking at the time they were uncovered, but also had very damaging effects on the 

local Iraqi population after their hopes for a civil and democratic society were fading away.  
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Whether legitimized in official rules of engagement or simply off-the-record 

practices, OIF veterans were often instructed to prioritize their own safety and well-being 

over that of the local Iraqi population. Garett Reppenhagen recounts one extreme example 

from OIF where he was taught by the unit he replaced in Iraq to ensure that his vehicle had 

AK-47’s or shovels that were found during raids so to have an escape route from possible 

punishment if an innocent civilian was killed71 Reppenhagen’s testimony not only further 

illustrates how widespread the use of deception was during OIF, but also how frequently 

troops were faced to deal with innocent Iraqi casualties. Each service member chose how 

much he or she would allow the deceptive and dehumanizing environment to affect their 

specific job while supporting OIF and their opinions of the ongoing conflict in general, each 

veteran is also faced with how to cope with dealing with the lasting effects of the exposure 

to this toxic environment.  

Life outside the wire was an exciting an intense element of OIF for many veterans, 

but for fobbits like David much of their deployment was spend consumed with boredom. 

Although David spend some time traveling around Iraq repairing radars, most of his time 

spent during deployments was on a twelve-hour shift seven days a week manning his 

section’s radar within the FOB’s secure compound. The time in-between hourly radio 

checks and infrequent alarms from the radar’s controls was spent dealing with boredom. 

Sometimes this involved site maintenance, other times it involved hours upon hours spent 

playing video games, reading books, watching movies, or corresponding with loved ones 

back home. While describing their time spent in Iraq, many service members referenced 
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Bill Murray’s movie Groundhog Day72, where he wakes up every morning to the same day 

repeating itself again. For some service members their repeating day was working at one of 

the FOB’s phone and internet centers, for others it was a seemingly endless tower guard 

shift spent staring out into the Iraqi desert. Using Ender’s conclusions regarding the 

constructs of boredom for OIF veterans73 with the testimonies of the veterans themselves 

reveals the psychological effects of boredom and how they could lead to service members 

combating boredom with self-medication and increased violence towards anybody outside 

the wire. In this manner, examining the boredom that many OIF veterans experienced also 

clarifies the misconception of many that fobbits like David were at a lesser risk of 

developing PTSD.  

Although the U.S. government investigated and recorded each instance of fallen 

American and their allied forces in Iraq, it did not value with the same level of importance 

those who fell at their hands.74 This makes the job of researching and estimating the total 

number of inflicted casualties extremely difficult. A report published by the Defense 

Department estimated that 26,000 Iraqis were killed or wounded by insurgents between 

Jan. 1, 2004, and Sept. 16, 2005. However, when discussing this same report, Pentagon 

spokesperson Greg Hicks confirmed that the U.S. Department of Defense does not maintain 

a comprehensive or authoritative count of Iraqi casualties.75 Despite the results in this 

publication being advertised as rough estimates, they also illustrate the estimated monthly 

death tolls of Iraqi civilians during this period. More than half of these deaths were said to 
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be women and children, but the report also claims that insurgents were responsible for all 

of these deaths. What the report fails to address is how many Iraqi civilians had died from 

American and allied forces, yet alone even acknowledge the existence of these casualties. 

Hicks claimed that the estimates within the report were gathered from initial incident 

reports by subordinate units, meaning whatever American military unit was involved in or 

discovered the remains of an incident that resulted in the loss of Iraqi life had their own 

members investigating and reporting the results of the incidents, which should be viewed 

as a major conflict of interest. Particularly in regards to civilian deaths at checkpoints, 

many veterans admit that reports of these events were rarely conducted or recorded out of 

self-preserving interests, which leaves us with no official record of these tragic deaths 

other than the testimonies from veterans who claim that such events were a weekly 

occurrence in some areas, if not daily. 76  

The manner in which the U.S. chose to deal with local casualties during OIF, 

including the recording of them and how they were portrayed to international media 

outlets, was an act of extreme negligence and is only one example of the dehumanizing 

environment that surrounded the war in Iraq. To look at this example from another 

perspective we can use a financial lens. Each family of a service member who died serving 

OIF received $400,000 from the military’s Group Life Insurance (SGLI), whereas the 

families of civilian Iraqi’s who were killed by U.S. forces received a payment up to $2,500.77 

Simply stated, throughout the full extent of the conflict in Iraq there was no life insurance 

policy for Iraqis, merely a small fraction of the bloated war budget that was allotted to 
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collateral damage. While not every veteran experienced a moral conflict from the opinions 

and treatment of the local Iraqi population, many have struggled with guilt from 

participating in what they call “Operation Iraqi Plunder”78 Jason Neely’s story is one such 

example, and explains how he is filled with guilt from his participation in OIF, which he 

explains is different and far worse than simply feeling bad.79 Traditional warfare consists of 

rival militaries battling each other, whereas modern U.S. military conflicts such as OIF are 

violent military battles that lack a common enemy and primarily match military 

combatants against the local civilian communities.   

After returning home from being deployed to Iraq, many veterans decided that from 

what they had seen and experienced that their personal moral conscience would not allow 

them to continue to serve in the U.S. military, and were either discharged under the terms 

of being a conscientious objector, while others chose to go AWOL (absent without leave) 

and seek asylum in Canada. One such veteran is Joshua Key, who in his book titled: The 

Deserter’s Tale illustrates many events that still give him nightmares after forcing him to 

separate from the military, including one where he witnessed his comrades kicking 

decapitated heads of dead Iraqis for sport.80 Testimonies such as Key’s are the types of 

stories that no veteran wishes to recount to his family or friends. The value of these very 

personal and sometimes graphic testimonies from OIF veterans is in the hope that they can 
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be used to educate future generations from making the same mistakes as those who 

orchestrated what some of its survivors consider to be a form of genocide.  

Coming home 

David returned to Fort Sill from his second and final deployment to Iraq in late 

summer of 2008, one which he had received stop-loss orders81 for and was anxiously 

awaiting the completion of so he could transition out of the military and return to live as a 

civilian. Busses containing his unit were escorted by police from the Lawton airport to a 

gymnasium on Fort Sill where families and friends waited to celebrate and welcome home 

their heroes. David’s family was absent from the celebration due to the early arrival of his 

returning flight, the first and only time in his military career that movement of troops 

happened ahead of schedule, but he did have one person waiting for him after the 

commanding officer released the group. A squad leader from David’s unit named Locklear 

was the first person David spoke to after arriving home, but rather than a loving “welcome 

home” Locklear greeted David by threatening him to keep his mouth shut. In the weeks 

before returning to Fort Sill, David’s unit was living in large capacity tents that were used 

for transitioning units either arriving to Iraq or preparing their return trip back to the U.S.. 

While staying in the tents one of Locklear’s soldiers named Sanchez, the soldier who was 

previously mentioned as a waiver recipient for having visible gang related tattoos, 

stumbled into the tent late one night completely drunk on alcohol that he had been 

purchasing throughout the deployment from the KBR employees who worked in the 

laundry facilities and urinated on one of David’s soldiers while he was sleeping on his cot. 
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Fearing backlash for his soldier and himself, Locklear did what soldiers do best and 

covered the whole event up with the lie that Sanchez simply had a bad dream. This 

bothered David on many levels, especially as it was not the first time Sanchez had to lie his 

way out of punishment related to his alcoholism, and to have happened right at the end of 

another stressful deployment. Locklear heard that David was planning on addressing the 

incident with his chain of command once he returned to Fort Sill, and made it known to him 

that if he said anything contrary to the official report that Locklear would make David’s 

final weeks in the military a living Hell. David decided this final battle in his military career 

was not worth fighting, and simply walked away to the taxi that was waiting for him 

outside the gymnasium.  

Returning veterans of OIF often acknowledge the various varieties of 

communication issues that they experienced during their deployment(s) to Iraq, as well as 

their struggle to effectively communicate with civilians after they return home. Veterans 

often speak of the frustrating hindrance that was created from the language barrier 

between occupying military forces and the local Iraqi population, and how they believe 

many of the civilian deaths could have been avoided if they were more prepared and better 

equipped linguistically. Troops supporting OIF relied heavily on local translators which 

created a dangerous situation for both parties in that most American military members 

were uncomfortable trusting members of the local Iraqi population, and the Iraqis who 

agreed to perform translation duties for the American forces put themselves and their 

families in great danger by supporting their Western invaders.82 Anxiety and aggression 
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from both sides of the conflict were often amplified due to the mutual language barrier and 

cultural differences. In particular the shootings and deaths that occurred at checkpoints 

were usually caused by miscommunication, incorrectly interpreted signals, or cultural 

ignorance.83 Most of the time troops had only their Iraq cultural awareness card84 as 

preparation to their deployment to Iraq or resource for when they arrived.  The card was 

supposed to be kept on each troop’s person at all times, and contained a handful of poorly 

translated Arabic words and phrases, geographical demographics and populations of 

Kurds, Shia, and Sunni Muslims, as well as a brief summary of the last 100 years of Iraqi 

history from colonialism to Saddam. OIF Veterans repeatedly highlight  cultural and 

linguistic barriers as being highly problematic for conducting daily missions, primarily the 

home raids and related missions thatwere conducted in urban environments.85 The 

inability of U.S. troops to communicate with the local Iraqi population played a critical role 

in the overall power struggle and effectiveness of counterinsurgency efforts, and the well 

documented testimonies of OIF veterans regarding this problem will be highly beneficial to 

preparing future generations of U.S. service members who may one day find themselves in 

similar circumstances as part of a foreign invasion or military occupation.  

Despite all the communication issues that veterans of OIF experienced during their 

deployments to Iraq the issue that most continue to struggle with the most is their inability 

to communicate with their loved ones or professional therapists in the years after 

returning from Iraq. This issue is not always recognized immediately when veterans return 
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home from war, as the majority of them are simply content to be back on American soil 

with their family and friends, as supported by numerous studies that have concluded that 

OIF veterans do not often begin seeking help for PTSD-related symptoms until after their 

first year home from deployment.86 Family members of OIF veterans and other civilians are 

naturally curious about what America’s troops were doing on the other side of the world, 

but many are scared to open the topic of discussion out of respect for the emotions of the 

veterans themselves. On the opposite end of the spectrum, virtually every retuning OIF 

veteran has inevitably been faced with the question of whether or not they killed somebody 

while at war. Unfortunately, veterans who have returned from any of America’s many 

foreign military conflicts are all too often faced with these voyeurs of war and death87 who 

seek to satisfy and vindicate their twisted views of humanity through gruesome first-hand 

accounts. Many returning OIF veterans find it extremely hard to talk to any civilian about 

what he or she experienced during the war in Iraq simply because they feel that a civilian 

cannot possibly relate to the events that occurred while in combat, even when that civilian 

is a therapist who has been assigned by the VA and is only trying to help veterans work 

through their ongoing emotional struggles that were produced from their time spend 

serving the Global War on Terror.   

Although large percentages of OIF veterans returning with symptoms of PTSD, many 

choose to stay silent about their possible diagnosis as well as refuse to accept treatment 

once they have been determined to have PTSD. An early study of veterans of Operation 

Iraqi Freedom found that only 23%–40% screening positive for mental disorders sought 
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care within their first year of post-deployment, as well as a well-powered RAND survey 

that showed that less than 50% of troops screening positive for PTSD or major depressive 

disorder sought help.88 Veterans’ reluctance to acknowledge the likelihood of suffering 

with PTSD comes from a variety of reasons, including the habit of covering up perceived 

weaknesses that may be recorded officially and affect future career opportunities as well as 

insufficient treatment for PTSD from the VA healthcare system.89 However, there are also 

OIF veterans who take the opposite approach and exaggerate their perceived PTSD 

symptoms in hopes of securing a high disability rating after they return home from 

deployment and separate from the military. David’s own warrant officer for his first 

deployment to Iraq (2005) was known for having a 9mm cartridge that he wrote his name 

on and carried in his breast pocket.90 According to David, everybody assumed that this 

warrant officer was laying a trail of evidence that he could return to later for a mental 

disability claim later, and never really gave his claims much merit. Coupling veterans who 

refuse to accept their PTSD symptoms with those who exaggerate them to attain disability 

paychecks after their military service has ended makes estimating the true number of OIF 

veterans who are suffering with mental illness extremely difficult.  

PTSD is not a standard illness that is curable with a standard form of treatment. 

Doctors and academics have struggled over the past decade to even agree on a common 

definition or set of symptoms for PTSD,91 Many veterans, including David, who sought 
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treatment for their PSTD through the VA described a poorly equipped system that was 

based on medication and patronizing counselling sessions. Some veterans refuse to take 

medication for their depression and other PTSD related symptoms.92 For those veterans 

who feel that taking anti-depressants or pills to help them sleep is only a temporary 

distraction of the source of their illness, the VA also offers counselling sessions with social 

workers and psychiatrists that also have been met with mixed reviews from veterans. 

Many veterans feel overly patronized by the VA mental health workers,93 which only 

furthers the distance between patients being able to relate to and communicate with their 

doctors. Most of the mental health professionals who are interacting with the affected 

veterans are civilians, who have all the best intentions in helping veterans talk through 

their struggles but are handcuffed to a standardized bureaucratic system for treating a non-

standard form of combat related disability. Examples such as Demond’s highlight the 

inability for OIF veterans to feel comfortable communicating their feelings to those who did 

not deploy to Iraq, including medical professionals, because the veteran feels there is no 

possible way for somebody to relate to their feelings if they do not share any of the same 

combat-related experiences. Whether this distance is with a doctor or a family member it is 

a primary factor for veterans refusing treatment or stopping treatment. The fewer healthy 

treatment options that veterans have for their PTSD the higher the risk is for them to 

become one of the 20 who kill themselves every day.  
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On multiple occasions, David started and stopped receiving treatment for his PTSD 

through the VA healthcare system, and never had somebody reach out to him once he 

stopped treatment to even ask why he was deciding to decline further treatment. David 

estimates that since he was diagnosed with PTSD he has received more phone calls from 

Army recruiters attempting to persuade him to return to the military than from his primary 

healthcare team with the VA to inquire about his illness or treatment options. To many 

veterans this begs the question, why is recruitment into the military more of a priority than 

treatment of injuries sustained while serving in the military? Neglecting to follow up with 

patients is a major reason why the VA maintains unacceptable percentages of patients who 

complete all the required treatment sessions required. While discussing OIF veterans with 

PTSD, Crawford draws attention to how few veterans complete a full treatment process by 

saying, “less than 10% received the number of sessions required for a course of evidence-

based psychotherapy in the year subsequent to initial diagnosis.”94 Less than 10% of 

patients completing their prescribed treatment plan is a major red flag regarding the 

effectiveness of the primary system whose only mission is to treat them. Trauma lasts 

forever; the VA healthcare system needs to make treatment for it a higher priority if they 

truly care to reduce veteran suicide rates.  

Every veteran who served in Iraq was forced to make various adjustments needed 

upon returning from their deployments, reestablishing a sense of normalcy for the future, 

and reclaiming a sense of humanity after their experiences in Iraq. While each veteran 

struggles in his or her own way, divorce rates, suicides, and homelessness have become 
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epidemics in the U.S. among OIF veterans who continue to struggle adjusting to civilian live 

after combat. Husbands, wives, friends, and families have been torn apart from these 

veterans’ ongoing battles with PTSD. Anger, road rage, drug and alcohol abuse, 

sleeplessness, flashbacks, irritability, and domestic violence are only a few of the many 

common symptoms that are often noticeable identifiers of OIF veterans. The purpose for 

primarily focusing on the darkest end of the spectrum of OIF veterans is not to victimize 

the entire community. The majority of OIF veterans have made a successful transition back 

to life as an American civilian and do not feel that they struggle or suffer with symptoms of 

PTSD whatsoever. Many OIF veterans returned with a new or renewed sense of value, a 

deeper appreciation of family, community and country, and new purpose and direction for 

their lives. Rather, the purpose of this project is to highlight the community of veterans 

who are struggling, the diversity of factors that contribute to their struggles, as well as the 

unfortunate outcomes that are produced from their personal battles.  

Conclusion  

OIF veterans face a variety of daily struggles for survival after returning home from 

deployment that are based on their own personal experiences during the war as well as 

how those experiences either coincide or contradict with their personal beliefs regarding 

the war in Iraq, President Bush, as well as the overall treatment of the Iraqi population by 

American armed forces. OIF employed smaller forces and (notwithstanding episodes of 

intense combat) have produced casualty rates of killed or wounded U.S. forces that are 

historically lower than earlier prolonged conflicts, such as Vietnam and Korea.95 However, 
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casualties of a different kind—invisible wounds, such as mental health conditions and 

cognitive impairments resulting from deployment experiences—continue to emerge and 

threaten the lives of U.S. war veterans. Nobody who deployed to Iraq returned home the 

same person as they were before volunteering for military service. Yet each veteran is 

thrown back into an American society that for the most part worships their service to 

country and regards them as heroes for answering the nation’s call to duty after the attacks 

on September 11th.  

OIF veterans are welcomed home by mobs of proud Americans lined up and waiting 

to thank them for their service, yet many veterans feel morally conflicted to accept such 

forms of gratitude for service that they are ashamed to admit that they took part in. Many 

OIF veterans, such as Charlie Anderson,96 feel that the mission that they were sent to Iraq 

for is not something that should be celebrated, and do not wish to be regarded as a national 

hero for their participation. Although Anderson’s sentiments do not accurately represent 

the entire OIF veteran community, they do represent a substantial percentage. Out of 

respect for those who continue to struggle to process and understand the chapter of their 

youth that was spent surrounded by hostility and prejudice we must ask ourselves what 

can be done to ease their ongoing emotional pain and suffering? The simplest answer to 

this question is to stop sending them to foreign countries to invade and occupy the 

societies of those whom America is trying to build trust and peaceful diplomatic relations 

with, but unfortunately most Americans are not the ones declaring war and issuing 

deployment orders.  
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This study of OIF veterans concludes that many, if not most of them, feel that 

American patriotism has been veiled by the U.S. government’s response to 9/11 of 

branding its Global War on Terrorism and taking advantage of global sympathy for the 

devastating and highly emotional attacks on September 11th. According to a joint oversight 

report from U.S. Senator John McCain, in 2013 the DoD spent nearly $7 million for military 

shows of patriotism at college and professional sporting events,97 which is addition to the 

millions spent by each branch of the military for recruitment. While thanking the service 

members who volunteered to fight that battle far from home seems to be the most logical 

expression of gratitude, learning their perspectives and understanding their personal 

struggles from OIF are far more productive and sometimes more well received by the 

veteran community as well. Some veterans proudly attend every local parade and patriotic 

event, complete with “OIF Veteran” hat, t-shirt, or bumper sticker, while others chose a life 

of seclusion and separation from anything that reminds them of their time spent in Iraq. 

OIF veterans, and those who preceded them, are not a monolithic unit with the same 

opinions and emotional responses to their service in Iraq. Rather they are a community of 

individuals whose combat experiences produced a lifelong illness whose lasting effects are 

as unique as the individual’s own fingerprints.  

Just as terrorists, insurgents, and Iraqis are not monolithic communities, veterans of 

the ongoing conflict in Iraq have each harbor their own unique experiences and struggles 

and cannot be lumped into one simple community. Each veteran volunteered for military 

service for their own reasons and within their own unique circumstances, each served 
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unique roles within the conflict in Iraq, and each of those who returned home brought with 

them a unique perspective of the events in which they witnessed and participated. Within a 

collection of “Soldiers Stories” published by The New Yorker lies a letter written by Ryan 

Kelly to his mother while he and his reserve unit were deployed to Iraq in 2006, and serves 

as a great example to illustrate the individual diversity that existed within the massive 

military forces deployed to Iraq. Kelley’s stories to his mother told of the ever-smiling 

thirty-one year old Lindon from Trinidad and thirty-eight year old Ernesto whose father 

owns a coffee plantation in Puerto Rico.98 He writes about a couple who serve together 

with him and were married one month before their deployment to Iraq as well as a single 

mother who had to leave her five year old daughter with her ailing mother to fulfill her 

deployment obligation.99 Veterans who served and National Guard units such as Kelly’s 

were especially known as “citizen soldiers” or “weekend warriors,” as their pre-

deployment military serve was only part-time, and made up an unusually large percentage 

of military forces used during OIF. 100 While often looked at as second-class or incompetent 

soldiers,101 reserve-based soldiers add to the incredibly unique collective of people who 

participated in OIF and provide researchers with uncommon primary resources for 

exploring the conflict and its lasting outcomes. The life that each veteran lives in addition to 

his or her military service is a vital factor that influences the perceptions that they returned 

home from combat with, and whether the moral conflict of the conflict had enough of an 

impact on them personally to result in mental illness such as PTSD.  
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PTSD has proven to be the deadliest of all combat related injuries.102 While 

healthcare professionals such as the VA healthcare system continue to address the growing 

need for better methods of identifying and treating PTSD patients, responsibility for this 

national epidemic should not rest entirely on the shoulders of doctors. One doctor who was 

consulted for the purposes of this study firmly stated that the best form of treatment for 

veterans struggling with PTSD is prevention of military conflicts overseas in general.103 Dr. 

Ron Paul was also a U.S. Congressman during 9/11 and the GWOT who was one of the few 

voices to oppose President Bush’s preemptive and unconstitutional war, and continues to 

use Iraq as a primary example of wasted American tax dollars, decreased global security, as 

well as the disastrous loss of human life that continues long after the war is over. Veiled 

patriotism that is used as justification for using America’s military for foreign intervention 

is a frustration expressed by many OIF veterans.104 Most of the veterans’ voices consulted 

for this project agree with the sentiments from Dr. Paul and believe the best methods for 

defending America’s national security and the effects of global terrorism begin with 

avoiding foreign military conflicts.  

For those who continue to struggle with PTSD, alternative treatment methods 

should be made more readily available through the VA healthcare system and various 

veteran outreach organizations. Many OIF veterans, including David, have reported 

positive results from exploring treatments outside of the VA that focus on personal mental 

wellness approaches rather than counseling or medication. Many veteran outreach 
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organizations are now focusing on providing non-traditional treatment opportunities such 

as teaching mindfulness, yoga, and even fly fishing.105 The Montana based Warriors & Quiet 

Waters provides disabled veterans with high quality restorative programs, utilizing 

therapeutic experiences in the serenity of Montana106 through week-long fly fishing 

adventures in the heart of the Rocky Mountains. Treatment methods such as these focus on 

providing a peaceful environment for veterans to reconnect with their own sense of 

humanity, and have been receiving far better reviews by veterans than any of the programs 

offered though the VA. These treatment methods have also proven to help enable veterans 

through new experiences rather than the mind-numbing treatment methods provided 

through the VA that focus on erasing what has already happened.  

This paper argues that interpretations of war need to be re-humanized through the 

preservation of personal testimonies of past conflicts such as those utilized for this paper 

to gain a more comprehensive understanding of past and possible future outcomes of 

military intervention.  Preservation of the memories of both the soldiers who are engaging 

in combat as well as the civilian populations that are directly exposed to the brutality of 

urbanized modern warfare need to be a focal point of public discourse regarding potential 

conflicts. Preventing the greatest strategic disaster in United States history107 from 

happening again should be a top priority to every American who values their freedom, 

safety, and global model for democracy. According to the voices from OIF, the best way to 

counter terrorism is to not participate in it.108 These voices need to be heard through the 

                                                             
105 Colgan 2017 Study illustrates positive results from teaching mindfulness to veterans.  
106 https://warriorsandquietwaters.org 
107 Laufer 2006 Pg. 119. 2005 quote from Lt. Gen. William Odom 
108 Ibid Pg. 130 
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crowds of patriotic support for America’s Armed Forces and its imperialistic aspirations. 

Using the voices from Operation Iraq “Freedom” as a primary example of a misguided 

response to a perceived threat of “others,” Americans can begin to re-sensitize themselves 

to the humans involved with military intervention and the full spectrum of consequences 

that they endure.   
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