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My interest in veteran support and higher education is rooted in my family his-
tory. I was born on a U.S. military base to an Army captain father and a pacifist 
mother, and have lived in communities where I was exposed to the diverse 
worldviews of both military members and civilians. My father grew up during 
the Depression in a working-class family in Fresno, California, then a small 
agricultural town. For my father, military service and gi Bill education benefits 
provided a pathway to academic opportunities that eventually enabled him to 
join the professional class and later provided me with a straightforward path-
way into college. Within my family narratives of social mobility are inextricably 
tied to narratives of military service. Thus, my research on military veterans in 
college involves multiple layers of my identity as a student, a daughter, a uni-
versity instructor, a civically engaged citizen, a writer, and an analyst.

As this book goes to press in the spring of 2017, the rhetoric of war has 
returned to America with renewed force. Daily life in the United States is 
marked by a heightened sense of vulnerability and anxiety about national se-
curity. We are warned that enemies at home and abroad threaten U.S. jobs, 
families, homes, and a presumed singular U.S. cultural identity. This national 
insecurity problem has come with an built-in solution: militarized interven-
tions in the form of expanded and instrumental use of deadly force by police, 
walled-off militarized border zones, and local sheriffs deputized as deportation 
“force multipliers” in multiple, simultaneous wars against perceived enemies.

At this fearful and precarious time in history, this book argues that it is 
crucial to engage in difficult conversations about war and peace, consent and 
dissent, social conformity and social difference, and about what it takes for a 
nation to be demonstrably secure. Yet finding common ground across diverse 
worldviews can be difficult, especially when the country is involved in highly 
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contested military and political conflicts. We are living in a highly polarized 
ideological environment that suppresses nuance, heterogeneity of thought, and 
comfort with ambivalence. This polarization is apparent in national discus-
sions about the economy, national security, health care, immigration policies, 
education, and policing. A similar polarization is apparent in discussions about 
military veterans, military service, and the current wars.

News and social media stories about military veterans routinely character-
ize participants, institutions, or actions dichotomously as pro- or antiwar, pro- 
or antiveteran, and pro- or antimilitary. But what do these dichotomous terms 
really mean? This question surfaced time and time again as I became immersed 
in veteran support services. The three years I spent in and around veteran com-
munities showed that these dichotomies cannot adequately describe diverse 
beliefs held by military members, veterans, and civilians about relationships 
with the military and the contemporary wars. These labels take a broad brush 
to ideological dispositions, inhibiting critical exchange.

I began this research by asking veterans about their experiences in the 
military and in college. With time, my findings led to new questions as I observed 
tensions in the making and unmaking of soldier and student identities. I was 
troubled by the deployment of an antiveteran label against those who voiced 
dissent from military policies or actions. This labeling precluded critiques of 
wars that caused soldiers to die on the battlefield and to take their own lives at 
war or at home. My experience showed that this formulation was no accident 
but instead emerged from a militarized common sense that conflates support 
for veterans with support for the institutional military and silent acquiescence 
to the wars, which in turn serves to rationalize and enable a permanent state 
of war.

My hope is that this book will provide analysis to help people differentiate 
between support for veterans and support for the wars in which they fought. It 
challenges dualistic understandings of pro- or anti-military, veteran, and war to 
broaden our discussion about what it means to be a soldier, veteran, or civilian 
in a country at war. The book looks closely at military recruits’ experiences, at 
the transitions from civilian to combatant and back again into civilian society. 
By analyzing the influence of popular narratives about veterans and veterans’ 
needs on college campuses, I find, among other things, that the simple gesture 
of thanking soldiers for their service can be transformed into tacit support for 
war. In offering this gesture, I ask that we carefully consider not only what we 
honor with our gratitude but also what we suppress.
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extraordinary teachers and advisors, and their commitment to veterans’ educa-
tional success was a continuing source of inspiration.
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On the sunny suburban campus of Los Olmos Community College, a palpa-
ble buzz of anticipation—made up of equal parts excitement and tension—
circulated around Parking Lot B. The college had been preparing for Veterans 
Day for weeks. Members of the campus veterans club put finishing touches on 
the tables in the courtyard, setting up signs and ferrying food for invited guests, 
as support service providers arranged brochures and pens, keychains and water 
bottles advertising social services for veterans. In the parking lot, a fifty-foot 
Tiller hook-and-ladder fire engine was parked with its ladder extending high 
above campus. Attached to its rungs flew flags of the five branches of military 
services. Students from the school’s police and firefighter public safety pro-
grams stood in parade rest position (feet shoulder-width apart, hands touching 
behind backs) and practiced crowd-control techniques as they formed a human 
perimeter around the parking lot, which on this day also served as a helicopter 
landing pad. The daylong event began with an aerial military salute—a flyover 
and landing on campus grounds of a Vietnam War–era Twenty-Fifth Infantry 
Division Huey helicopter. Hundreds of observers on the ground watched as 
the helicopter descended slowly, ceremoniously circling above campus be-
fore touching down. Upon landing, a team of officers in Army combat fatigues 
jumped from the aircraft to pose for pictures, as the crowd of observers ap-
plauded and whooped in appreciation.

The opening ceremony was followed by formal presentations from a local 
Air Force base color guard.1 After the formal flag salute, two Los Olmos stu-
dents sang the U.S. national anthem and “God Bless America,” while the crowd 
of students, faculty, administrators, and community supporters stood solemnly 
facing the flags, hands placed over hearts or saluting hand-to-forehead. The at-
mosphere at Los Olmos that day was at once festive and solemn, both reverential 
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and celebratory. It was clear that this occasion was meant to commemorate 
both veterans and the wars in which they fought, as well as the institutional 
military to which they had belonged.

A few days later in another part of the state, a group of student veterans sat 
in a classroom on the campus of Southwest University (su) listening to a talk 
given by a local Veterans Affairs (va) representative. This was a veterans’ ori-
entation class, where student veterans were welcomed and introduced to the 
campus. Meeting weekly, student veterans received instruction in academic 
norms, expectations, and customs of the university. On that day in November, 
there was an unmistakable feeling of affection in the room, extended to every 
one of the thirty (twenty-eight men, two women) student veterans. It appeared 
that all student veterans were welcomed and cared for in this space. Whatever 
tips students had picked up in the first weeks of school, they shared with the 
group: the importance of keeping aware of deadlines, how to avoid late fees, 
and how to get into classes if they missed the enrollment deadline. They shared 
information about special adaptive equipment available for veterans with dis-
abilities, and advised one another on the intricacies of gi Bill benefits, with 
tips on how to plan the semester to ensure that they wouldn’t run out of money 
before graduating. The student veterans offered advice about which classes to 
take and suggested taking harder classes during summer session, when there 
would be less pressure; they exchanged information about which professors 
were particularly friendly toward veterans, and which professors were support-
ive of military polices.

On this day the class listened attentively to the va representative talk about 
what it was like to come to the large urban university campus in the late 1960s 
to recruit students to enlist in the military. The speaker, who was also a veteran 
of the Vietnam War, opened his presentation by saying that the university “has 
its own legacy, not always friendly to the military,” and recounted a story about 
his friend, a former marine and Vietnam War veteran, who was sent to recruit 
students on the su campus: “[My friend] said that as a Marine recruiter, he 
was more afraid coming to this campus than he was at Khe Sanh.” While the 
reference to one of the deadliest land battles of the Vietnam War was assumed 
to be hyperbolic and students chuckled appreciatively at the characterization, 
it nonetheless positioned su as a frighteningly hostile place—enemy territory 
in which marines could expect to be physically attacked or even killed. This 
speaker invoked a past imaginary—rather than present reality—of the con
temporary university as hostile to the U.S. military. In doing so, he positioned 
his recruiter friend, himself, and his audience of current student veterans as 
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beleaguered victims of a collegiate environment unsympathetic to the mission 
of the U.S. military and to veterans.

These two examples illustrate seemingly opposite phenomena faced by con
temporary veterans on college campuses. Symbols of military valorization and 
patriotism are the new normal on many campuses, as college administrators, 
faculty, staff, and students are encouraged to express gratitude for service and 
sacrifice by veterans, yet there is a concurrent and abiding mythology that con
temporary college campuses are unwelcoming to war veterans and hostile to 
their viewpoints. This book is about the tensions arising from these simultane-
ous and contradictory discourses, and about how these distinct narratives—of 
increasing military valorization and ostensible hostility toward veterans—are 
taking place on college campuses amid an absence of discussion about the 
actual wars in which the U.S. military is engaged. It is also about how this 
absence of discussion serves to obviate dissent and distance the U.S. civilian 
population from the human consequences of war. In combination, these social 
processes help to erase and thus naturalize a state of permanent war.

College campuses are often spaces of critique and dissent, yet over a de
cade into the widely unpopular contemporary wars (collectively known as the 
Global War on Terrorism, or gwot), college campuses are largely silent about 
the wars. At the same time, these wars have militarized daily life in the United 
States. Some signs of the militarization of social space are new, like police-
deployed surveillance drones and decommissioned armored personnel carriers 
patrolling city streets.2 Other signs of militarization have become commonplace 
to the point of being unremarkable: civilians driving Hummer-branded vehicles, 
children carrying camouflage-patterned backpacks to school, and the Homeland 
Security apparatus marking everyday life in U.S. airports, government buildings, 
hospitals, electronic communications, mass media, and entertainment.

Our social world is also militarized, although in less noticeable ways. Every-
day consciousness is informed by a militarized common sense, which I define 
as the embedded worldview that war is a natural and necessary aspect of main-
taining and protecting nationhood; military priorities are more important than 
nonmilitary ones; and war veterans should serve as positive public symbols of 
U.S. military actions. Militarized common sense naturalizes the valorization of 
the military on college campuses. Militarized common sense is a salient social 
force that portrays the interests of the individual soldier as inseparable from 
the interests of the institutional military and military projects.

The U.S. military has been in and around the academy for a long time. Indeed, 
two of the oldest colleges in the nation, West Point (est. 1802) and Annapolis 
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Naval Academy (est. 1845), were founded by and are administered by the armed 
services. But today the ties between the military and higher education are both 
more ubiquitous and less obvious: U.S. departments of Defense and Homeland 
Security pour billions of research dollars into the development of weapons and 
cybersecurity systems, robotics and biometric identification systems used by 
official and unofficial military organizations around the globe.3

The militarization of the academy has been the subject of extensive schol-
arship as have military efforts to organize support from civilian academics.4 
Much of the existing scholarship documents ways that the military has guided, 
gathered, shaped, and suppressed knowledge to further military goals through 
research grants and academic partnerships; and chronicles ways in which aca-
demics are recruited for military purposes through research funding, endowed 
chairs, and preferential access to information.5

The direct financial relationship between the U.S. military and Ameri-
can universities dates back at least to World War II, when universities were 
presented with a willing and wealthy patron in the U.S. armed forces. As a 
result, many universities expanded the scope of their research and academic 
departments, especially in disciplines of physics, chemistry, biology, and tech-
nology.6 Military funding of academic institutions continued after World War II 
and has increased dramatically since that time, most notably after Septem-
ber 11, 2001. For example, the U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) awarded 
12,753 prime contracts to colleges and universities in 2000, worth a total of 
$4,449,065,114; by 2006, the DoD had awarded 62,488 such contracts worth 
$46,748,542,346.7

The post-9/11 increases in DoD funding of academic research have been ac-
companied by a comparable rise in military tuition payments to American col-
leges and universities. From 2002 to 2011, over 4 million education benefits 
claims were filed by U.S. military veterans, representing more than 30 billion 
dollars.8 In an era in which higher education is defined and shaped by perma-
nent budget crises, student veterans bring billions of dollars in guaranteed 
tuition to college campuses, creating strong financial incentives for colleges 
to project themselves as friendly toward the U.S. military in pursuit of gi Bill–
funded veterans.

This book examines the effects of military training and the contemporary 
wars on student veterans, and it traces effects of military-valorizing discourse 
on the institutions of higher education in which veterans enroll. Just as civil-
ians must learn to become soldiers and adapt to military life, veterans must 
learn to become college students by adapting to civilian academic norms and 
practices. In turn, the presence of student veterans on college campuses trans-
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forms institutional practices and discourse. Institutional initiatives designed to 
welcome veterans to college ultimately welcome military viewpoints and sup-
press debate about the current wars. Thus, the militarization of common sense 
on college campuses narrows and suppresses democratic debate.

Some scholars and veterans’ affairs specialists assume that civilian campus 
cultures are hostile toward veterans and argue that this ostensible hostility 
causes difficulty for student veterans.9 My analysis shows that veterans’ aca-
demic challenges are caused not by collegiate hostility toward the military but 
by multiple factors, including disjunctions between veterans’ military training 
and academic demands, and psychological trauma engendered by their experi-
ences in war. My analysis also shows that student veterans are challenged by 
pervasive cultural expectations that they should serve as venerated representa-
tives of the current wars, and that these cultural expectations form part of a 
growing militarized common sense on campuses. The assertion that college 
campuses are hostile to veterans is not only unwarranted but also harmful, 
inhibiting critical analysis of military projects and generating silent consent to 
war. This silencing erases veterans’ lived experiences, including those that may 
give rise to their own critiques of war.

Veterans and Higher Education

This book is a meditation on the interplay between civilian academic and mili-
tary worlds, but it didn’t start out that way. It began as a research project about 
veterans in higher education and ended up as an exploration of social processes 
of militarization and education. I began the research as an attempt to under-
stand a jarring statistic I heard quoted in 2008: 96 percent of all recruits had 
signed up for gi Bill educational benefits upon enlistment, but only a small 
fraction (8  percent according to one study) of those who signed up actually 
made use of their benefits.10 Though this number changed significantly after 
2008, I decided to explore the reasons for this disparity as well as the obstacles 
faced by war veterans in college.11

Narratives of the returning soldier have fueled popular and political imagi-
nations since Homer’s Odyssey. After every U.S. war, veterans have returned 
from combat to reenter noncombatant communities, where their presence is 
utilized for different purposes: to reaffirm national identity, to become symbols 
of national strength and protection, or conversely—particularly in the case of 
veterans returning from World War I and the war in Vietnam—as symbols of 
government neglect. The body and welfare of the returning soldier-cum-veteran 
becomes a “contested site where memory, biography and personal histories call 
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attention to, challenge and resist unified and traditional versions of American 
identity and government.”12

The esteem in which veterans historically have been held by society has 
been reflected in a system of pensions and bonuses, developed in response 
to shifting political will and military necessity.13 From widows’ pensions to cer-
emonial burials to college tuition, veterans’ bonuses have been used in various 
capacities: as inducements to enlist, wages for soldiers’ labor, and remediation 
for wounds suffered in battle. Prior to the Civil War, soldiers received military 
bonuses of land and money. After the Civil War, veterans received cash bonuses 
for fighting. World War I veterans came home to a contracted economy, no 
jobs, and no land grants, and they rebelled.14

The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944—commonly known as the gi 
Bill of Rights, or simply the gi Bill—provided returning veterans with social 
supports for civic and economic engagement, including housing, education, 
and health care.15 World War II veterans were not only welcomed home as 
heroes and hailed as the Greatest Generation, they were also the beneficiaries 
of one of the largest federal wealth redistribution initiatives in U.S. history.16 
Popular and scholarly accounts of the history of the gi Bill reflect a discourse 
of reverence for World War II soldiers who returned victorious from what was 
embraced by civilians as the “Good War.” The original gi Bill was rooted in 
the idea of veteran exceptionalism, the belief that military veterans deserve 
benefits other citizens do not because they had sacrificed by going to war. The 
legislation reflected a New Deal approach to social welfare, providing special 
benefits to members of the armed forces who, as stated by President Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt, make “greater economic sacrifice and every other kind of sac-
rifice than the rest of us, and are entitled to definite action to help take care of 
their special problems.”17

The dominant narrative of the World War II era described military service 
as a democratizing force that prepared young recruits for educational and 
economic success. Military service, it was said, provided both the means and 
method of preparing young (male) Americans to return to participation in ci-
vilian life.18 Military training was positioned as a transformative process. By in-
stilling values of discipline, patriotism, heroism in combat, duty, and citizenship, 
military service was supposed to turn unformed young boys into college-bound 
men. In this narrative, war was a catalyst and crucible for men’s character, regard-
less of background.19

This narrative shifted significantly alongside changes in the U.S. political 
economy. The end of military conscription in 1973 made the decision to join 
the military a vocational option rather than a civic duty, and the erosion of New 
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Deal policies shifted the political tide against government entitlements.20 The 
clear popular support for military conflicts enjoyed by the U.S. government 
during World War II did not persist for other conflicts.

Many Americans believe that U.S. military service is a route to upward so-
cial mobility, an equalizer of economic opportunity, and guarantor of higher 
education. Historical narratives of social mobility and economic opportunity 
are interwoven with narratives of wartime military service, but with the end 
of mandatory conscription in 1973, military service became even more closely 
linked to the promises of educational opportunity and social mobility.21 Today, 
many high school students and young adults enlist in the armed forces to 
access college funding. Recruiters promise that military service will pay for col-
lege and prepare young men and women to attend.22 However, many veterans 
never realize this promise. The low rates of utilization of educational benefits 
reported in 2008 indicated that returning war veterans were not enrolling in 
college, or they were dropping out before graduating. To try to understand this 
troubling trend, I began to study the experience of veterans on contemporary 
college campuses.

Much of the literature on war veterans in college identifies three major 
obstacles to veterans’ success in higher education: First, there is a claim that 
military enlistees tend to be academically unprepared for college because many 
come from working-class backgrounds and choose military enlistment as an 
alternative to lower-wage jobs or unemployment.23 Second, there is a claim 
that combat veterans face enduring symptoms of trauma that interfere with 
reintegration in civilian classrooms.24 Third, some campus student affairs liter
ature claims that civilian college campuses are unfriendly to the U.S. military, 
driving military veterans away from college.25

By limiting its focus to these three obstacles, the current literature ignores 
the structural causes of veterans’ difficulties in college and assumes that military 
recruits are marked by intellectual and psychological deficits. The first claim 
that veterans may not be prepared for academic rigors of college is belied by the 
fact that many contemporary first-generation college student veterans success-
fully complete and excel in higher education. Moreover, military recruiters’ 
promise of college education as a benefit of the military contract implies that 
regardless of background, service members should be able to take advantage of 
that benefit after discharge. As to the second claim, it is true that some veterans 
face enduring symptoms of combat trauma that interfere with reintegration in 
civilian classrooms.26 Indeed, some student veteran participants in this research 
suffered from posttraumatic stress reactions that negatively affected their class-
room performance. However, it is unlikely that war trauma is the major factor 
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in inhibiting postsecondary achievement, given the successes of gi Bill recipi-
ents from World War II and the Korean War.27

The final obstacle—unfriendly college campuses—was identified based on 
two unsupported assumptions: that civilian college campuses are antimilitary 
and that all veterans have uniformly positive associations with the institutional 
military. Regarding the first assumption, campuses such as Stanford, Harvard, 
and Columbia, having banned the rotc (Reserve Officer Training Corps) dur-
ing the heated Vietnam War protests of the 1960s and ’70s have since welcomed 
back the rotc and implemented robust veteran support programs, similar to 
many public colleges and universities across the country. As to the second as-
sumption, many war veterans are highly ambivalent about the institutional U.S. 
military as well as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Yet the stereotype that many 
college campuses are antimilitary persists, forming part of a veteran support dis-
course on college campuses that venerates military policies and projects and si-
lences debate about the wars.28

The chapters that follow show how, through everyday practices, militarism 
becomes part of the hidden curriculum of college life—in the ways teachers 
are instructed to treat veterans deferentially in their classrooms, and in their 
avoidance of talking about the wars for fear of offending veterans. Through ana-
lyzing the words of individual veterans, I trace larger narratives of war, military 
support, and public dissent to understand how military ideology is lived and 
practiced in daily life.

But what do we mean when we talk about militarism? The U.S. wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan have brought about renewed discussions among social sci-
entists regarding empire, militarism, and militarization. In the United States, 
“militarization” is most commonly used to refer to contexts of war, but this book 
argues that our everyday, domestic social world is also deeply militarized.29

Scholarly notions of militarism and militarization are contested and multi-
faceted. Lesley Merryfinch observed, “Like electricity, ‘militarism’ can best be 
described by its effects. When military goals, values and apparatus increas-
ingly dominate a state’s culture, politics and economy, militarism is on the 
rise.”30 Michael Mann broadens the concept of militarism beyond a narrow 
focus on military institutions to refer to “a set of attitudes and social practices 
which regard war and the preparation for war as a normal and desirable so-
cial activity.”31 Thus, militarization involves embedding military priorities into 
the civilian sphere; this entails shifts in both public consciousness and in social 
practices.32  Similarly, Edward  P. Thompson warned against an overly narrow 
focus on concepts such as “the military-industrial complex” because this “sug-
gests that [militarism] is confined in a known and limited place: it may threaten 
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to push forward, but it can be restrained, contamination does not extend 
through the whole societal body.”33 Writing during the Cold War, Thompson 
observed, “the USA and the USSR do not have military-industrial complexes: 
they are such complexes.”34

Cynthia Enloe describes militarization as “a step-by-step process by which a 
person or a thing (such as an institution) gradually becomes controlled by the 
military or comes to depend for its well-being on militaristic ideas. The more 
militarization transforms an individual or a society, the more that individual or 
society comes to imagine military needs and militaristic presumptions to be not 
only valuable but normal.”35 Peter Kraska offers straightforward, if somewhat 
circular, working definitions for both militarism and militarization: “Militarism 
is a cultural pattern of beliefs and values supporting war and militarization that 
comes to dominate a society. Militarization is the preparation for that activity.”36

“War created the United States,” writes Michael Sherry, and although many 
Americans profess antipathy toward wars and war making, U.S. history has 
been shaped by militarism.37 The U.S. government has deployed troops to fight 
in military conflicts—as leading proponents or in background roles—for most of 
its relatively brief history as a nation. From 1775 to 2015, troops of the U.S. armed 
forces were openly deployed in 315 foreign and domestic armed conflicts.38 These 
include not only U.S. wars considered by historians and the general public to be 
major conflicts but also wars of expansion and annexation, military occupa-
tions, and conflicts to protect U.S. business interests abroad.39

While  U.S. military engagement domestically and worldwide has been 
a near-constant feature of the nation’s history, the contemporary period is 
marked by a heightened sense of vulnerability and anxiety about U.S. national 
security. This has given rise to what Andrew Bacevich calls the “New American 
Militarism”: an era of permanent, preemptive war. Bacevich writes that prior to 
September 11, 2001, U.S. presidents had consistently claimed that the United 
States declared war solely as a last resort. However, after the 2001 attacks, 
George W. Bush called for a new military strategy in which the United States 
would no longer passively allow enemies to strike. Speaking at West Point Mili-
tary Academy in 2002, G. W. Bush vowed to “take the battle to the enemy, dis-
rupt his plans, and confront the worst threats before they emerge.” 40 Bacevich 
argues that this represents a fundamental shift in U.S. military policy in which 
going to war becomes a first, rather than a last, resort: “Bush’s remarks indicated 
that he was actually referring not to preemption, but to preventive war. This 
became the essence of the Bush Doctrine.”41

Wars are always destructive in terms of infrastructure and human life, to op-
posing combatants and to civilians caught in the crossfire. Since September 11, 
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2001, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have led to over 108,000 U.S. casualties, 
including 6,800 deaths (with 298 suicides), 45,889 wounded in action, and 
56,874 other medical evacuations due to injury or disease.42 U.S. soldiers died 
by rocket-propelled grenade fire and improvised explosive devices (ieds)—
weapons responsible for approximately half of all deaths and injuries in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. U.S. wartime casualties also include soldiers who died in 
vehicle crashes, from electrocutions, heatstroke, friendly fire, and battlefield 
suicides.43

Of course, casualties are not limited to, nor even most pronounced among, 
officially designated fighting troops. It is estimated that over 210,000 civilians 
in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Pakistan have been killed or wounded as a result of 
U.S.-led military actions in these countries since 2001.44

According to Martin Shaw, militarism develops not only when war-making 
ideology is strong, but also more generally as military valorization affects so-
cial relations and practices.45 In the past, military glorification was designed 
to rally public support for specific geopolitical conflicts, but the contemporary 
period is marked by perpetual and regionally diffuse wars, like those of the 
Global War on Terrorism. In this context, military valorization is infused into 
everyday civilian life. The institutional military is taken for granted as protec-
tive, necessary, and unquestionable.

Adopting Matthew Sparke’s characterization of the Global South, my re-
search found that militarism is “everywhere but always somewhere.”46 That 
is, even as militarism is omnipresent, its effects are felt in multiple specific sites. 
In particular, this book analyzes within the field of education the mechanisms 
that produce militarized common sense in individual soldiers, in supporters of 
military veterans, and in the academic institutions in which veterans enroll 
as students. It explores everyday militarism as social practice in which we all 
consent and participate.47 This book raises the question: what social processes 
enable military-valorizing cultural patterns, beliefs, and values to take hold and 
become dominant, particularly at a time when the country is engaged in a se-
ries of unpopular wars?

The ideas of Italian cultural theorist Antonio Gramsci are helpful to 
understand the question of how ideas are adopted through cultural diffusion of 
common sense, by which Gramsci means the “incoherent set of generally held 
assumptions and beliefs” of conventional thought that becomes naturalized 
and taken for granted in society.48 Through daily practices and habits, mili-
tary valorization becomes embedded in daily practices and social relations. 
Yet while processes of militarization coincide with and are amplified by a gen-
eralized conservative entrenchment on college campuses, military-valorizing 
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assumptions and attitudes are not some kind of false consciousness imposed 
from above.49 Rather, campus discourses of military valorization come from 
students, teachers, administrators, staff, and surrounding communities; they 
arise from and gratify a societal need to support and care for those sent to 
fight wars.

Gramsci wrote about periods of conservative entrenchment as periods 
when dominant logics, assumptions, and attitudes become “permanently con-
solidated, organized ideologically, and exalted lyrically” and that they become 
embedded in daily practices and relations.50 This book traces ways in which 
militarist logics, assumptions, and attitudes become consolidated through col-
lege programs, organized ideologically through “best-practice” literature, and 
exalted lyrically in valorizing discourse that conflates those who fight wars 
with a unifying military mission. In doing so, this book explores the construc-
tion of unstated but operative alliances between military projects and the 
academy.

The production of militarized common sense creates social meaning and 
consent for military projects, and involves the creation of national and military 
identification within society. This process is facilitated by the promotion of 
what I call—borrowing from Michael Billig—“banal militarism,” or everyday 
symbols and practices that conflate the interests of the nation and its people 
with the interests of the military.51 Billig’s notion of banal nationalism refers 
to manifestations of nationalist ideology in daily life. Symbols such as national 
flags, which are metaphors of both warfare and freedom, are used in everyday 
contexts, including classrooms, sporting events, children’s clothing, television 
advertising, and department store sales. The mobilization of these symbols 
in everyday life creates an imagined solidarity with the national project by con-
flating the interests of the nation-state with those of its citizenry. This occurs in 
commonplace practices and rituals; for example, the phrase “Our soldiers are 
fighting for our freedoms” produces affiliations and unities of interest among 
and between the civilian subject, the military subject, and the goals of the nation-
state. Ritualized expressions of gratitude such as “Thank you for your service” 
express gratitude for service on military projects and implicitly assume a unity 
with military missions. These phrases articulate military interests with the 
everyday ideological habits, symbols, discourse, and practice surrounding vet-
eran support. In doing so, these phrases both produce and are produced by 
militarized common sense on college campuses and in the broader civil society.

Many public stories are told about contemporary war veterans, yet these sto-
ries are portrayed through a narrow range of narratives. Designated the “New 
Greatest Generation” by Joe Klein in Time magazine, veterans are depicted 
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at times as heroes returning to a society that does not sufficiently appreciate 
military sacrifice; at other times they are portrayed as psychologically wounded 
and suicidal; at other times as violent and unstable.52 In the midst of these 
public tropes about veterans, there are overlooked and untold stories about 
veterans’ experience of war and of reincorporation into civilian society. Many 
veterans do experience psychological sequelae of combat trauma, but their 
personal stories are not reducible to that. While I did not start out to explore 
the effects of combat trauma in veterans, the topic surfaced in conversations 
because posttraumatic reactions formed part of participants’ daily experience 
and affected their classroom performance. Veterans in this study did experi-
ence real and persistent psychological aftereffects of combat trauma, and for 
many of them, understanding the meaning of their suffering was intimately 
tied to understanding their own actions as combatants.

The cognitive, social, and emotional lives of many former soldiers are pro-
foundly affected by combat stress. Since the American Psychiatric Association 
first included post-traumatic stress disorder (ptsd) in its Diagnostic and Sta-
tistical Manual of Mental Disorders in 1980, most research on the disorder has 
focused on trauma associated with threats to soldiers’ lives and safety. Yet a 
growing body of literature acknowledges that veterans also experience psycho-
logical trauma from being perpetrators of wartime violence.53 This research 
indicates that soldiers experience moral injury from “perpetrating, failing to 
prevent, bearing witness to, or learning about acts that transgress deeply held 
moral beliefs and expectations.”54 Research carried out by the va with Iraq and 
Afghanistan war veterans indicates that trauma arising from being both victim 
and perpetrator of violence has contributed to unprecedented high rates of 
suicide among former and current military members.55

Cultural anthropologists who examine connections between trauma, vio
lence, and political community show that traumas produced by wars and re-
pression are inscribed and reinscribed in everyday narratives.56 Brison writes 
that the undoing of the self in trauma involves a radical disruption of memory, 
a severing of past from present, and typically an inability to envision the future. 
Many veterans in this study found that reentering civilian society and college 
required them to find ways to reconstruct themselves and carry on with a 
reconfigured life.57

For some veteran participants of this study, race and gender were a source 
of alienation from the military as well as a disjunction between military and 
civilian collegiate institutions. Culturally, the practice of soldiering in the U.S. 
military is racialized (white) and gendered (male).58 Even as the current all-
volunteer armed forces rely increasingly on racial and ethnic minority male 
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and female recruits and consciously and explicitly portray themselves as race 
and gender neutral, scholarship confirms that military practice is infused with 
the social construction of whiteness and hegemonic masculinity.59 With the 
understanding that gendered and racialized perspectives shape institutional 
and informal military practices, I found that some gendered and racialized 
practices carried over into collegiate settings.60

There is a broad consensus among scholars that military institutional prac-
tice and wars are masculine social endeavors.61 Enloe writes that nationalism 
and militarism typically spring from “masculinized memory, masculinized hu-
miliation and masculinized hope.”62 Because it is not possible to study military 
practices without also understanding the male perspectives that historically 
shaped both institutional and informal conventions, this book explores experi-
ences of both men and women soldiers and veterans through processes of basic 
training, deployments, and veterans’ organizations.

The Study

Developing commonsense understandings of the world entails processes of 
learning and teaching in which individuals, groups, and institutions learn to 
adopt agreed-upon understandings as fact. This study focuses on multiple sites 
of learning to answer some key questions: How do civilians learn to become 
soldiers? What happens when soldiers leave the military, return to civilian life, 
and enroll in colleges as students? How does the presence of student veterans 
on campuses affect our understanding of veterans and the wars in which they 
fought? In what ways do veteran support efforts and relationships between 
campus actors (veteran advocates, college staff and administrators, academic 
instructors) and noncampus actors (community veteran support groups) shape 
discourse about the military? Answering these questions requires that we con-
sider the broader implications of academic-military relationships.

This book uses ethnographic methods to explore the experiences and iden-
tities produced at the dynamic intersections of civilian, military, and student 
practices by focusing on processes and practices that socially make and unmake 
soldiers. In the context of military training, I examine sociocultural processes 
used to make soldiers, including participation, inculcation, sensemaking, and 
the legitimation and delegitimation of cross-border violence and racialized and 
masculinized nationalism. I examine what happens when soldiers return home 
and enter college—a site where their militarized identity is unmade and re-
made as civilian-veteran—and the ways that combat-related physical and emo-
tional trauma affect student veterans’ lives.
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Laura Nader writes that tracing the less-visible ways in which complex sys-
tems of power operate within societies is a daunting task.63 She calls for schol-
arly investigation into environments where individuals conduct their daily 
lives within systems that are designed, operated, and maintained by the insti-
tutionally powerful. The ethnographic method is appropriate for this type of 
inquiry. Ethnographies of power require that the researcher represent complex 
personal experiences without losing sight of the broader connections between 
the social and the individual. Ethnographic observation can be used to iden-
tify processes through which institutional power is exercised and normalized 
in the interplay between social structure and individual agency.64 Ethnogra-
phies of power require the examination of unequal relations to identify what 
Nader calls “controlling processes”—the mechanisms through which ideas 
are taken up by individuals and institutions and become accepted relations 
of power.

Similarly, Catherine Lutz suggests that in ethnographies of empire, scholars 
may draw on the anthropological ethnographic tradition of person-centered 
contextual analysis to examine the processes through which imperial power is 
configured, reconfigured, maintained, and reinforced. Lutz argues that “em-
pire is in the details,” as power takes root through lived, daily interactions.65 
Drawing on this tradition, I look at the production of militarized common sense 
in quotidian disciplinary practices, such as training to comply with commands 
from superiors or the application of the “Military Friendly” designation to par
ticular campuses.66 To understand how militarism operates culturally in daily 
life, I studied the relations between veterans, instructors, and veteran supporters 
in multiple sites. My analysis focused on the practices of unofficial knowledge 
production—knowledge that is assumed and naturalized, rather than officially 
quantified.

All individuals, institutions, and locations noted in this book are identified 
pseudonymously. While some participants said they would be happy to have 
their real names and affiliations used, others felt they could speak more freely 
knowing that their identities would not be made public.67

Over the course of three years, I attended public and private veteran support 
events and spoke to veterans on and off college campuses. To examine institu-
tional military teaching practices, I spoke with recent veterans about their ex-
periences in basic training, supplementing veterans’ recollections with a close 
study of Army training manuals. Next, to understand how college campuses 
receive recent war veterans, I spent three years in classrooms, veterans’ club 
meetings, and meetings with school administrators and community service 
providers. To learn about veterans’ perspectives on these support initiatives, I 


