Veterans, It’s Our Fault That The Public
Doesn’t Understand Us

The complaints are common, and often repeated:

“Nobody understands what we go through!”
“When will the civilian bother to learn about the plight of the American soldier?”
“People just don’t know how war and PTS(D) affect servicemen and their families!”

Aside from the flood of self-pity that usually comes along with these statements, they are fairly
legitimate concerns. If the American public, and Congress in particular, doesn’t understand the fact
that war is closer to being Satan’s flaming cornhole than it is to the awesomeness of “Call of Duty,” they
might be more careful about where and when they send “The Troops” to war. As with most struggles in
life, being well-informed will save us from a world of grief later on.

Why don’t they understand? Why is it that after 14 years of continuous warfare, the public doesn’t have
a solid concept of what goes on over there?

Is it because they are soft, weak people who are only interested in their IPhones and Facebook?

Is it because, other than the immediate families of military members, no one has had to sacrifice
anything in their luxuriant lifestyles for the war?

Is it because such a small percentage of the population will serve in the military?

Is it because it has left them largely unaffected, not even causing an increase in taxes?
In many cases, yes.

But...

It’s also our fault as veterans. Cowards shift the blame completely away from themselves, but real men
are honest with their shortcomings and fix their end of the problem. Here is a conversation that
typically takes place in two or more parts (and often on Facebook),

Veteran — “The public just doesn’t get us, man!”
Joe Civilian — “So tell us about the war, and what you went through.”

Veteran — “...I can’t/don’t want to talk about it. You wouldn’t understand.”
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When I attended a Combat Medic course in 2014, I met quite a few soldiers who had never been to
combat. It wasn’t because of any deployment-dodging efforts on their part, and they were still very
effective as medics. I was simply one who had been “over there,” seen people shot, blown up, and killed.
Although I may have told too many stories, I tried to illustrate some of the realities that our infantry
goes through so that my fellow medics might better understand the men who would, in all likelihood,
be their patients someday.

What blows my mind to this day is the number of them who had fathers, uncles, and/or grandfathers
serve in various wars, but never heard them talk about it. Granted, they all probably had very good
reasons, and the veterans of WWII, Korea, and Vietnam all went through significantly more hell than
my generation. I would never propose to tell those men what to do, but if my son or daughter wanted to
join the military in a time of war, I would want them fully informed of the realities of combat before
they signed the papers.

USMC happens to stand for “U Signed My Contract”

Why don’t combat veterans talk about their experiences, even with their own families? In my
experience, I've heard four consistent reasons;

1. Operational Security (OPSEC) — If you were a cool guy in the military, you did cool guy stuff
(wearing a cool guy beard and cool guy Oakleys) that had some level of a classified nature. You probably
signed a non-disclosure statement saying that you would never talk about what you did, and if your job
was really cool, you did that in regards to your training as well. If you did reveal those details of those
missions, an ungodly fire storm would ensue. Investigations would occur, people would get fired, and
more importantly, lives would be put at risk. Decades after the Viet Nam War, veterans of MACV-SOG
are just now coming out with stories of what they did. Those men have been keeping secrets for
national security for close to fifty years, and their stories are incredible! I get it. It’s classified. Keep your
brothers out of unnecessary harm, and don’t talk about that op in Rhodesia where you and some CIA
spooks overthrew a hostile government.

Exhibit A: If your faces are classified, why are you taking this picture in the first place?

2. Emotional Trauma — There are some who have seen so much death and destruction that they are
mentally damaged by it. You probably know those guys who went to school with you as vibrant, healthy
young men who are now so physically and mentally shattered by combat experiences that you don’t
even recognize them. I've met one or two such men, and although they talked to me of their
experiences, it seemed to cause them physical pain to do so. I believe that the medical terminology for
this is “legitimately f@# %ed up by combat.” Most of my generation has not had to deal with this, but
veterans of previous wars are much more familiar with it. Those veterans who talk to me were very
emotionally scarred, but they still talked about it. That’s bravery, and a dedication to healing, but
understandable if those guys just don’t feel like picking at that particular scab.

3. That Guy — Most of us are familiar with “That Guy.” He’s the dude who talks about experiences he
never had, or brags about dumb, minuscule things he thinks are really important. It’s not the stolen
valor guy, it’s the exaggerated valor guy. He exists in all circles of society, and the veteran population is
no exception. You’ll see him wearing an “I Was a Soldier” t-shirt and camouflage pants, bragging about
being in Delta Squadron of SEAL Team Six Ranger Assassin Platoon. or talking about how he shot a .50
cal once in a training exercise, and he therefore knows everything about “Spec Ops,” foreign policy, and
war in general. He’s usually fat for some reason, and so completely full of crap that his eyes are brown.
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The hatred for “That Guy” in the veteran community runs so deep that most would rather take a vow of
silence than be him. Men go the exact opposite direction, and never speak a word.

Songs have been written about him
Videos are made about him.

Why? Because in our culture, the guys who talk the most have done the least. Usually you would never
know the guys who have done the really cool stuff, because they don’t try to draw attention to
themselves. Some of us have been “That Guy” to some degree one time or another. I know I have, and
when I realized what I was doing, I immediately punched myself in the balls out of self-loathing.

4. It Creates a Mystique That is Cool — This is created by the same motives as “That Guy,” but with
an opposite methodology;

Joe Civilian — “So you were in the military. Did you go to Iraq?”
Veteran — “Yup.”

Joe Civilian — “What did you do over there?”

Veteran — “If I tell you, I'll have to kill you.”

or whispering,

“I can’t talk about it,” while staring at Joe Civilian to watch his reaction, knowing that he sat in a FOB
fixing air conditioners and could talk about his job all day long without violating OPSEC.

If a guy goes to a combat zone, and can’t talk about it, he must have done cool stuff, right?

Having looked at why we as a veteran population typically keep silent, why does the uninformed public
often choose to remain uninformed? Consider the society in which we live. We are used to things being
neat, clean, orderly, and quick. Haven’t we all heard the analogy about how we get our meat clean and
packaged from the grocery store so we don’t have to see the real blood and death that comes with the
slaughter? America has done the same thing to the combat veteran. When he comes home, we want to
see him sanitized of war, lest he infect the rest of us normal people with it. He should get off the plane
with a fresh haircut and a clean shave. “He’s home, and needs to leave all that dirty combat behind
him!” When people think of the Marine Corps, they see the crisp dress blues uniform and the spinning
rifles of the Silent Drill Team. They don’t want to think about the dirty infantryman putting a bayonet
through another human’s face.

They see this

And ignore this.
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S8uIwi1oHuw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H9y-FyDaSzU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BrgH-7zShvI

It is also a reason behind the push to allow women in combat zones. No one wants to see a female
fighter go against a male fighter in the UFC because we all see the violence of professional sports on an
almost daily basis. If Rhonda Rousey were to fight Mirko CroCop, or Chris Cyborg fought Tim
Kennedy, the slaughter would be palpable through the TV screen. Nobody wants to see that kind of
beating in sports, but the realities of war are so far removed from most Americans that they would
instead gladly send (someone else’s) daughter into life or death, kill or be killed situations, just to call it
“workplace equality.” If you don’t believe me, study the women in the Kurdish army fighting ISIS right
now. Find out what happens when they get captured, and tell me if you would be ok with that
happening to just one American servicewoman.

Large parts of our society may love the military (the other parts of society hate the military, so this
doesn’t apply to them). But they only love the yellow ribbons, patriotic songs, videos of Marines
coming home to their families, and soldiers standing at attention during the National Anthem at an
NFL game. These images are all they see of the military, and because of that they don’t see the
consequences of war. If they do see real images of combat, it is in unabashed glorification of it, making
it seem awesome. They don’t see that, while it is indeed awesome, it’s awesome in the same terrible way
a tornado, earthquake, or the wrath of God is awesome. They will gladly send a rifleman to “fight for
freedom against those (insert racial slur of choice here),” so long as they don’t have to deal with the
visceral nature of what goes on in the smoke, blood, and battle.

I've had quite a few run-ins with guys like this. The mouth-breathers come up to me in their American
flag t-shirts and Carhartt hats, asking if I've heard of ISIS, and when “we’re going to do something
about it?” I end up asking, “What’s do you mean ‘We?’ Are you going over there too?” To guys like this,
a conflict in another country was simply an “away game” to watch as entertainment as they armchair
quarterback men greater than themselves. It is a simple matter of an almost deliberate ignorance
regarding violence.

Unless we educate regarding our experiences, they will continue to cheer for any war on the horizon,
advocate “bombing hajis into glass,” or any number of retarded foreign policy strategies. It will be just
one more excuse to wave an American flag and quote “Team America.”

On a side note, don’t get me wrong, I firmly believe that quoting “Team America” while waving a flag is
a viable use of my time.

Yes, our nation has covered its ears and closed its eyes to the Darwinian violence of combat.

Sure, when you come home after a deployment to Sangin, Afghanistan, your parents hug you, but look
at you in horror when/if you describe what you did over there.

I agree, a majority of the population has sacrificed nothing while we fought two wars.
What of it?

Should we put the blame only on civilians, simply to seethe in “righteous rage?” Are we going to
complain about “society” passive-aggressively, while offering no solutions to the divide between civilian
and military?

Shouldn’t we instead educate, starting with those closest to us?
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Can we take action, and take charge of how we are viewed?
Here are some steps I would recommend,;

1. Speak to your families. Be honest with them. Not being an expert on child-rearing or a
marriage therapist, I want to be careful not to tell you how to run your home. However, if your family is
anything like mine, they genuinely want to assist in the transition to home, and support you when
you're gone. Your children will want to know what you did, and what was worth so much that you
would leave for months at a time. I plan on encouraging my son to join the military, and I want him to
know exactly what he is getting into. If my children ever ask if I've ever had to fight, I will be honest.
I've already had a conversation with my oldest daughter about why I had to go to other countries so
often, and it went well. I was honest without scaring her, and she was interested. They deserve to know
what that can do to a man. If you’re honest with your family, they will better understand you, which is
infinitely better than having them stand by helpless watching you struggle with readjustment.

2. Be honest (and appropriate) to your co-workers. Cut them some slack for their curiosity.
They’re going to have questions when they find out that you're a veteran of a war, and yes, some of
those questions will be dumb in your eyes. When the fat pimply guy who lives in his mom’s basement so
he can focus on his World of Warcraft account hears that you've carried an actual weapon for a living,
he’s going to have questions. When the lady who has lived her whole life in the same town hears that
you’ve been to another country, she’s going to have questions.

Granted, they may be enclosed in a futile arrogance as the fat pimply guy tries to prove his worth to
himself, and the sheltered lady may ask weird questions about the weather in Iraq, but they’ll be
interested. Who knows? Maybe that scrawny teenager who hears about the heroes with whom you’ve
served will be inspired to go to the gym, study more on foreign history, or even sign the dotted line and
carry a gun for a living instead of an X-Box controller.

Caution: Figure out ahead of time where you draw the line. If you start talking about that kid you shot
because he was digging on the side of MSR Michigan in Fallujah in 2004, you’ll risk getting fired or
alienating yourself from your co-workers. If a mouth-breather asks disrespectful questions, or says
inappropriate things about your fallen brothers, honest kindness might not be your go-to response. Be
prepared for ignorance, but also for giving an impromptu education.

3. Speak in school assemblies or town hall meetings. Author Sebastion Junger in his
Washington Post article “U.S Veterans Need To Share The Moral Burden Of War” described a concept
lost to our nation, but shared by most early warrior cultures. “Often there was a celebration in which
the fighters described the battle in great, bloody detail. Every man knew he was fighting for his
community, and every person in the community knew that their lives depended on these young men.”
Mr. Junger suggested a return to this tradition in order to both help the soldier, and to educate the
civilian.

I'm not talking about standing in front of a kindergarten class and describing “opening heart and
expanding minds with 5.56 rounds,” but give listeners a dose of reality. There are often school functions
for Memorial Day or Veterans Day, and many would love to have an actual veteran tell their story. Tell
them about your job. If you were a truck driver, tell about how vital supplies were carried by you. If you
were a medic, talk about the cool procedures you were able to train on.

I've stood in front of my mother-in-law’s elementary school class as they asked me about Iraq. I'm not
sure what it is about those ankle-biters and nose-miners, but I was more nervous about doing that than
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/sebastian-junger-us-veterans-need-to-share-the-moral-burden-of-war/2013/05/24/726d7576-c3b9-11e2-914f-a7aba60512a7_story.html

I was about getting ready for a combat patrol. They actually asked really good questions, and even
though I didn’t talk about some “wicked cool headshot,” I think that they have a better knowledge base
now.

I've heard it suggested that the VFW host an event to allow veterans of various wars tell their stories.
They could host a dinner, and maybe raise money for various veteran charities at the same time. Many
people in a given town have no idea that they’re living next to a Vietnam or Gulf War veteran, so
imagine the wealth of knowledge that could be passed down from surprising sources.

I personally picture a town hall lit with torches on the walls. A hog turns on a spit over an open fire. The
veterans sit on fur-covered chairs wearing helmets made of kevlar, 7.62 brass, and cans of Copenhagen.
The veteran speaking to the dining civilians must stand in front of a “Punisher” flag, holding the
ceremonial double-headed Viking axe. He will be given props to use in acting out his stories, and there
will be lighting and sound effects to recreate explosions and thunder. In the background, “Preliator” by
Globus is being played on a loop.

August 28, 2017 by Nate Coffey

This article first appeared in The Havok Journal on 28 August 2015.
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