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The Draft: Forcing People to Kill


During the Vietnam War, many people were drafted by the military and forced to fight.  This may not seem that bad, until the fact is brought up that many of the people who were drafted, were not even old enough to vote.  At the time of the Vietnam War, the legal voting age was twenty-one.  Even though the voting age was twenty-one, people were still being drafted once they reached the age of eighteen.  These young men, who were often still in their teens, and barely out of high school were drafted by the military, and forced to fight and kill.  How can this be considered acceptable or right?  Can we really expect someone to fight and kill for their country in a war that they had absolutely no say in at all?  There are many examples in a book written by Walter Dean Myers called Fallen Angels, that can be used to answer these questions, and more on the subject of the draft.  In the book, the protagonist, Richard Perry, and his squad have been drafted, and are forced to fight in the Vietnam War.  During this time, Perry and his squad make various statements about the problems of drafting young men to fight a war they may not support.  The military draft was a terrible thing during the Vietnam War because it forced people like Richard Perry and his squad who were not old enough to vote to fight in a war that they neither understood nor had a say in whether is should be fought.

At many points during Fallen Angels, the characters such as Richard Perry and his squad, question the reasons as to why they are fighting in the war.  As more time goes by, the reasons that they previously used to defend their fighting in the war almost seemed to become invalid.  At one point, Perry reflects upon a conversation he had with a fellow soldier named Johnson about their purpose in Vietnam: “I fell asleep thinking about what Johnson said.  Maybe the time had passed when anybody could be a good guy” (Myers 126).  In this quote, Perry expresses his growing concern that his country’s cause may not necessarily be right.  He is also suggesting that the war had become so terrible and overwhelming that it had reached a point where there was no longer a right or wrong, or a good or bad side.  With this in mind, it is obvious that with Perry being as young as he is at this point, that his body and mind had not yet matured to a point where they could handle such atrocities as the ones faced during war.  He is still in his teens, and he is still very impressionable, and easily confused.  Lieutenant Johnson recognizes his and asks Perry, “You think much about why you were going to fight before you came in?”


“Unh-uh.  You?”


“No, but I’m thinking a lot about it now” (126).  In saying this, it is a perfect example as to why people, especially young people, should never be drafted.  Johnson, like Perry, is very unsure about why he is fighting in the war at all, even though he is a sergeant.  As for Perry, he was young when he was drafted.  Like many young people who are not old enough to vote, they do not even think about the possibility of going to war, let alone consider if the war is a just one.  Perry was far more concerned with when his next basketball game was going to take place rather than when he was going to take his first life in combat.

When reading Fallen Angels, it is quite easy to determine that many of the men in Perry’s squad had gone to war for the wrong reasons.  Perry realizes this about himself, and about another man in his squad named Lobel.  Perry “thought about what Lobel had said.  Here he was with a gun ready to kill people to prove that he wasn’t a queer, and I was ready to kill people because I wanted to get away from home” (99).  It is a known fact that most teenagers, if not all, have an urge at some point to leave home, and find out what life is like for them, first hand.  Perry was no different, but unfortunately, he acted on this impulse, and when he was drafted, he found himself in the middle of a bloody war.  The fact that Perry is in this situation is proof that young people at his age, should never be forced to go to war because they lack both the real life experiences and the level of maturity needed to accept the realities of war.  In addition, to address what Perry noticed about Lobel going to war to prove to his father that he was not a queer, it can be pointed out that another known fact is that children and teenagers always seek the acceptance of their parents.  Lobel simply wanted to show his father that he was a real man, and what is a better way to do this than going to fight in a war?  Another character, who goes by the name Brew, shows that he had fears about going to war: “I almost went to Canada when I got notice to go down and register,” Brew said.

“Yeah, but then you got it together,” Brunner said.


“No, man, I didn’t have the nerve,” Brew had a sheepish grin on his face” (124).  With each character the audience meets, it becomes obvious that these young men are afraid of going to war.  It also brings up another good point:  if someone is drafted, and true to a nonviolent, anti-war cause, there are ways to avoid being drafted and being forced to fight.  It is always an option, though not very honorable to flea the country.  Of course, the more dignified and honorable choice is to accept the jail time for refusing to fight.  Either way, a point that must be stressed is that some people simply cannot be forced to fight, no matter what the government does.

Many of the men in Perry’s squad, including Perry himself, questioned the reasons as to why they were fighting in Vietnam.  This happened numerous times throughout the first thirteen chapters of the book.  Perry comes to the harsh realization that he has no idea why he is fighting in Vietnam after he is asked about a medical profile that he had received for his knee which had been injured while playing basketball before he came to Vietnam.  He decides to keep fighting, even with the injured knee, and determines that it is not about the question of if he is capable of fighting with an injured knee, but soon realizes that “the real question wasn’t about my knee.  The real question was what I, what any of us were doing in Nam” (58).  This can be explained simply.  Perry has no idea why he is even fighting in the war.  Furthermore, it goes to show that Perry is still young, and that most young people are ill informed and often ignorant of what is going on around the world, and in their own country.  Defending this statement is simple.  Most young people around Perry’s age are more concerned with other things in their lives besides what their government is doing or what is happening around the world.  Earlier in the book, Perry is told his that “the only reason you’re going to Nam is that it takes forever to process a medical profile.  One it catches up with you, you’ll be header home” (4).  Essentially, this is more proof that Perry was drafted into the military for the wrong reasons.  Whether or not he realizes it, the military is willing to take the risk on the possibility that he may lose his life rather than take the time to clear up a paperwork mistake.  Ultimately, the young men fighting this war are less important than a piece of paper.

To continue, many people during the Vietnam War did not want to fight at all, even after being drafted.  A perfect example of this is when Perry explains how he the sound of warfare frightened him, and how “the noises had always scared me.  I had gone through basic training just fine until the end when we had to go under live fire.”  The noises shook you, made you want to stop and hide. …I was ready for the truce” (130).  Here, Perry expresses how he feels towards the war.  By saying that he was ready for a truce, he is showing how tired he has grown of fighting, risking his life, and witnessing a constant stream of brutal deaths.  It also demonstrates that Perry does not care at all about what he is fighting for and that he should not be fighting at all.  He should not be fighting because if he were true to his country’s cause, then he would be more willing to fight, thus feeling less compelled to hope for a truce.  One more perfect example of how people did not want to fight even after being drafted comes from a letter received by Lobel that was written by his father.  Perry tells how “the letter was really full of crap.  He [Lobel] read it out loud.  The whole thing was about how he could go into the war and ill innocent people.”


‘Young men all over the country are burning their draft cards and resisting the war machine’ ” (98).  When Lobel’s father wrote this, it further proved that some people would not fight, even after being drafted.  As for the people burning their draft cards, they had the courage to avoid the draft and risk going to prison rather than being forced to fight in a war they considered unjust.  If someone does not want to fight, he is not going to fight, regardless of the government’s threat of imprisonment.  As United States citizens, we should never loose sight of the fact that there is always some form of resistance to misguided governmental policy.

Throughout the Vietnam War, the military draft was a dreadful thing because it required people who were too young to vote, and often too immature to make competent decisions, to fight, kill, and many times die for their country.  Likewise, because of their youth, Richard Perry and his squad had difficulty comprehending the reasons why they were fighting in a war that they did not understand.  Forcing someone to join the military and be sent unwillingly to fight and possibly die in a far off country can be easily compared to forcing some one to switch religions.  Think about it; for many people, violence is simply not the answer, and never should be.  To force someone to go against every belief that they have, would be wrong.  Having explained this, the draft is no different than forcing someone to switch religions.  Usually, people who are religious are very loyal to which ever religion they happen to be part of, and cannot be compelled to convert to another religion for any reason. Trying to make someone switch her or his religion is like forcing someone to fight in a war she or he opposes.  It can be done, but the outcome contradicts what being a citizen in the United States in all about:  freedom. 
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