Sent by Ven. Sudhamma Bhikkhuni on September 9, 2006 in an email to supporters of the Carolina Buddhist Vihara

MILITARY RECRUITING IN HIGH SCHOOLS

These days, large numbers of military recruiters work intensely in high schools and colleges, to entice and pressure young people to enlist.  Some schools have more recruiters present than counselors!  A young person whom you love may be the next to decide – without consulting family – to enlist. 

By law, high school staff must provide military recruiters with personal information about every high school student. (Except for those kids savvy enough to opt out by making a special request to protect their information).  In schools, recruiters hand out small gifts to everyone, such as military-themed key rings, mugs, and calendars. They win over teachers and staff with special favors, such as sponsoring a breakfast for them. In some high schools teachers give recruiters class time to present their message. Recruiters reportedly target poorer schools, particularly in minority neighborhoods – which means that more children of minorities will end up sacrificing their lives for the nation. 

The strongest bait for many students is the offer of money for college. (Has anyone suggested to the students that they analyze why students no longer easily get sufficient financial aid?)  Recruiters may also make use of the threat of a future Draft, pressuring young people to sign up now to avoid ending up worse off as a draftee.  They don’t mention that there are other ways to avoid the lowly position of a draftee.

In their innocence, like someone who has never bought a used car, young people may buy what these professional military salespeople tell them.

In an interview, one young man who enlisted as a teenager, Stephen Funk, said that a recruiter at his high school observed him to be a depressed teen and specifically targeted his vulnerability: he gave Stephen the idea that he would find acceptance and camaraderie in the military.  Probably some do find it, but things didn’t turn out that way for Stephen.  

The young man gave this anecdote as an example: “There…was stuff against Asians. [Stephen’s race is combined Filipino, Chinese, Irish and Native American.]  And the two Asian recruits in our platoon, [we] were [called] the “laundry recruits” – you know like the Chinese laundry [stereotype]. So first [the drill sergeant’s] like, ‘Let me see where my Chinese recruits are at, let me try to figure out who is gonna be laundry recruits.’ No one raised their hands, and then he said, ‘OK, Asian.’ There were two of us, so we were the laundry recruits. “And it was weird, there’s so much of that stuff that you start forgetting it, because it just seems so normal [that you forget that it hurts].”*

According to Stephen, “Boot camp is a normalization of violence and hate. Everyone goes through a process of dehumanization, where they hate themselves and they hate everybody, so [the soldiers] won’t feel so bad when they have to kill [others], or they won’t feel so bad when they have to hate ‘the enemy.’”*

This may be an exaggeration or an unusual experience, as the military certainly does not deliberately cause self-hatred.  They intend to teach protecting one’s buddies, being part of a team, keeping one’s mind on the mission, and focusing on the good of the larger group. They do, however, deliberately teach de-humanizing ‘the enemy’ so that one can harm or kill when necessary.

The Buddha spoke repeatedly of other people’s powerful influence on us.  He went so far as to call spiritual friendship “the whole of the holy life.” (SN V Ch 45.2)  From the influence of truly good friends, he said, it can be expected that a person will listen to truth, abstain from foolish or evil actions, embrace moral actions, and develop calm and uplift.  He or she will have access to talk that helps open up the heart: talk of letting-go, of fewness of wants, talk about contentment, about virtue, about concentration, about putting forth energy, about wisdom, about deliverance and peace.  With the influence of good friends, one becomes vigorous and energetic in letting go of painful, unwholesome states of mind, and developing delightful wholesome mental states of mind. (Ud. 4.1)  One embarks on a spiritual journey that leads to peace and happiness on increasingly sublime levels, even to full liberation. 

The recent shocking incidents of American military personnel committing torture on prisoners of war, or raping and murdering citizens in other countries, were in most cases committed by normal kids exposed to bad influences – ‘unspiritual friendship’ – in the military, and put into highly stressful situations.  Any parent who thinks, “My kid could never do such things,” or any enlistee who thinks, “I’ll never make those kinds of mistakes,” may be fooling himself.  

During a time late in his teaching career, the Buddha faced serious problems from a traitorous, power-hungry monk, Devadatta, who had a deluded plan to take the Buddha’s position and even attempted to kill the Buddha.  Devadatta gained the favors of a wealthy prince who daily brought enormous quantities of fine foods to Devadatta’s monastery; hence the monks who followed Devadatta enjoyed comfort and luxury.  

One monk loyal to the Buddha had a friend who followed Devadatta, and the friend urged this good monk to sneak off to Devadatta’s monastery to enjoy excellent meals instead of making the “sweaty effort” of daily almsrounds.  Enticed by the food, this monk developed a habit of going there, hanging out daily with sworn enemies of the Buddha. Monks loyal to the Buddha found out, and, dragging this monk with them, reported his behavior to the Buddha. The Buddha counseled him to choose only wise friends, saying that in past lives, too, this monk had been easily led astray by bad companions.  The Buddha told him this story:

Once long ago, there lived a well-trained and gentle elephant, a prized possession of the king. One night a group of thugs entered the royal stables and sat in a stall adjacent to this elephant, passing the time and discussing their crimes. The thugs made a habit of gathering in that stall each night, where they plotted violent acts and engaged in rough, harsh, abusive talk, and urged each other to be merciless and brutal. Over time, the gentle elephant became strangely aggressive and increasingly dangerous to his handlers, until one day he ran amok; grabbing a man with his trunk he slammed him to the ground, killing him. After that, anyone who came too close 

met the same fate. 

The king consulted his minister to learn what had ruined his prized elephant.  On investigation, the wise minister figured out the problem.  He advised the king to run off the thugs, and to send wise, gentle men to sit and talk of goodness each night in the stall adjacent to the elephant.  This was done.  Soon, due to the influence of hearing the talk of these good, wise men, the elephant became well-tamed and gentle, as before.

The Buddha then said that the elephant during that past life had been the monk visiting Devadatta’s monastery, and wise minister had been the Bodhisatta (the future Buddha). Thus did the Buddha warn this monk to avoid his mealtime companions who would, through their wrong views that led to wrong actions, end up with Devadatta in the deepest hell.

A woman who recently retired after serving the armed forces many years, and who liked her job, told me with moving honesty, “I wouldn’t advocate for anyone on a spiritual path to go into the military.”

Newspapers report the shattered results of many peoples’ lives, on both sides, from military action. Terrible suffering arises as people get hurt or killed. Some GI’s die a terrified and confused death, and their relatives mourn with little consolation. Some GI’s come home seriously damaged in body or in mind.  At one point some years ago, one out of four homeless men living on the streets in the USA were former Vietnam veterans.  

[July 2007 Update: Recent headlines have brought public attention to the shamefully inadequate care currently being given to newly injured (or psychologically damaged) military men and women returning to the ‘States from the Middle East.  A Buddhist supporter who is a doctor working for a Veterans’ Administration (VA) hospital, told me last week that there are thousands of new veterans on a waiting list to get care from the VA, and that most who do get into the VA get poor care from the other doctors.  This doctor also informed me that once disabled and sent home, these heroes receive only two years of medical benefits.]

Furthermore, the karma of killing, or any other unwholesome actions done during military service, will follow servicemen a long time – hurting them even beyond this life.

Because military discipline is enforced, some perceive military service as a way for a defiant young person to learn to respect authority, or for a troubled youth to build character, or for someone getting into drugs or alcohol to get straightened out.  In some cases, particularly for hot-headed young people who lack better options, military discipline improves their lives.  However, the military is not a spiritual place, nor does it offer a refuge from substance use. Drinking together as buddies is part of the military bonding formula. Drugs remain as available there as anywhere else.  Several years ago a friend who had entered service to get straightened out complained that the pervasive use of alcohol and easy access to drugs left her worse off than before she joined.  

If young people want to ‘build character’ and gain discipline, let them ordain as Buddhist monks! (Young men commonly ordain on a temporary basis in some countries, such as Thailand, and in some temples in USA.)  In both heroic efforts and wholesome effects, monastic discipline leaves military discipline in the dust.

With wholesome companions in the holy life, instead of learning to steel oneself to ruthlessly kill, a man or woman can learn to restrain his/her aggression, reduce anger, drop habitual selfishness, and become cooperative, honest, peaceful, kindly, generous, mindful, hardworking, humble, gentle, soft-spoken, compassionate, skillful and wise. Thus, one becomes an outstanding member of society.  (It is well known that in Thailand, women seek former monks for marriage, as they are reputed to make the best husbands.)  Someone who ordains even temporarily should also have an easily proven religious basis for conscientiously objecting to the Draft.  

Another positive alternative to military service is the Peace Corps.  Peace Corps recruiters are scheduled this week to visit local colleges such as Furman and Clemson, and other locations near here, including a coffee shop in Greenville.  For details see this page of the Peace Corps website: http://www.peacecorps.gov/index.cfm?shell=meet.regrec.atlanta.revents&state=SC&CFID=36886541&CFTOKEN=bd5b7dee494e6919-8E8E72B9-B160-EF24-00D41A4FC7BD6C30   

[March 2009 update: This year’s Peace Corps deadline is April 1st; recruiters will be on local campuses during the next couple of weeks.] 

Consider warning any teenagers in your life:  On joining the military one enters an enormous institution that is not particularly interested in the rights or satisfaction of individual GI’s; the institution has got a job to do.  Right now it needs more recruits, and is spending billions to get them. 

A woman told me that around 20 years ago, she enlisted in the military to gain college money, particularly an $11,000 loan-forgiveness incentive offered for taking a position on the “critical job” list.  She agreed in late November and signed the papers in early December.  Her recruiter didn’t tell her that the listing of “critical jobs” changed from month to month. When she asked where the bonus appeared on her forms, the recruiter, lying, said it is contained in the code at the bottom of the form, and not to worry, it’ll all be sorted out at her ‘home station.’  Later, she learned that when she signed the paperwork in December, the job she took no longer appeared on the list; therefore, she did not qualify for the loan forgiveness offer that had enticed her to enlist.  The trick worked.

With the currently strong pressure to get new enlistees, recruiters may say just about anything, while their commanders may tend to turn a blind eye.  Hence a recruiter should be viewed with the friendly skepticism that you would bring to a dealer at the used-car lot.  If you feel you must enlist, be sure to get EVERY detail in writing.

If you feel concerned about the current aggressive recruiting, then for more information you may read: “A Mind is a Terrible Thing to Waste: A Guide to the Demilitarization of America's Youth & Students,” a 36-page booklet published by a group called Nuclear Age Peace Foundation.  I’m not endorsing everything in the booklet, but it has some interesting information.  It includes a helpful “opt-out” form for students to stop personal information from going to military recruiters, which I added to the end of this email.

The booklet can be found at this web link, but I got the impression that a lot of tracking software came along with it (perhaps, unfortunately, efforts to track potential opponents to military).  One page is included below.  But, if you dare, the website is: http://www.wagingpeace.org/menu/store/books/demil-guide/demil-guide.htm  (to obtain the booklet click the sentence “Download PDF Version here” beneath the picture of the book’s cover.)

* Quotes came from: “A Mind is a Terrible Thing to Waste: A Guide to the Demilitarization of America's Youth & Students,” p.18.

Attention High School Students 

If you wish to stop your school from giving your personal information to military recruiters, here is a form you can use:

Act to Protect Your Privacy from Military Recruiters

You may be harassed at home by military recruiters because your name, address and

phone number will be given to them by your school — unless you tell your school to not

give out the information. To exercise your legal right to have this information kept private, you should notify your school office as soon as possible. Some school districts may provide their own forms for this, but they must obey your request no matter how you submit it. You can write your own letter or use the one below. Use a letter or form for each individual student and keep a copy. It is not required by law, but we recommend having a parent or guardian also sign:

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Date: ___________________

Dear administrator of _______________________________________:

(Name of high school)

We are exercising our right under the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001*, and hereby

request that the name, address, and telephone listing of:

______________________________________________________,

(Print name of student)

who is a current student at your school, not be released to military recruiters without

prior written parental consent. We do, however, consent to the disclosure of such information to colleges and universities other than military schools.

_________________________________________________________

Print name of parent or legal guardian above

_________________________________________________________

Signature of parent or guardian

___________________________________________

Signature of student

*Note to school administrators: Once this request is given to you, it is a serious violation of federal law to disregard it and release the name, address and phone number of this student to any military recruiter without prior written consent. Section 9528(a) of Public Law 107-110 states:

(2) CONSENT- A secondary school student or the parent of the student may request that

the student’s name, address, and telephone listing described in paragraph (1) [i.e., the

paragraph requiring schools receiving federal aid to release information to military

recruiters] not be released without prior written parental consent, and the local educational agency or private school shall notify parents of the option to make a request and shall comply with any request. This flier was produced by the San Diego Coalition for Peace and Justice, www.sdcpj.org. For more information on military recruiting and student lists, contact the Project on Youth and Non-Military Opportunities, 760-634-3604, projyano@aol.com.
PAGE  
2

