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Abstract

Despite a significant literature addressing the effects of war and armed conflict, social work scholarship has largely failed
to engage with militarism and the root causes of war. In the USA, notwithstanding a professional legacy of peace activism
and recent efforts to improve social workers’ competencies in working with US military personnel, veterans, and their
families, this omission is especially glaring. Notably, few scholars have sought to investigate the growing connections and
collaboration between the military and public education. Schools are a primary site for socialization into societies that
support war, and the USA is no exception. Compared to most other industrialized societies, the USA is a distinct outlier and
provides an important case study. The tradition of military recruiters visiting high schools is deeply ingrained in the USA,
with many schools logging visits from the military every two or three days that school is in session. Drawing attention to
US obligations under the UN Optional Protocol related to child soldiering, we underscore the necessity for social work to

counter the militarization of youth in schools and other institutions.
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Introduction

While often obscured within conventional narratives of
the profession, prominent US social workers have at times
directly opposed war and promoted peace. Aside from the
actual contributions to peace activism, social work scholars
have examined the impact of war and armed conflict, helping
to analyze these issues within the context of social work
values and ethics. Indeed, some of these efforts during the
twentieth century were a direct attempt to illustrate the
harmful effects of normalizing war and the militarization
of US society. As Lutz (2010) suggested, “long before
9/11, nearly every aspect of the American way of life
began to depend on, entwine with, or suffer from a massive
investment in arms and armies” (p. 45).
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More recently, professional associations have engaged
with issues of war and their impact on the USA. Earlier
this century, the Council on Social Work Education
created guidelines for advanced practice in “military social
work,” an educational initiative to improve social workers’
competencies in working with US military personnel,
veterans, and their families. Building on the profession’s
long-standing role working with this population (Bloeser
& Bausman, 2020), this initiative represents an important
development in US social work education and practice
and reflects the need to address the harmful effects of war.
Similarly, in 2007, the National Association for Social
Workers (NASW) designed a “Peace Policy Toolkit” for use
by educators and others.

While these are important contributions, they largely
neglect the political, economic, and social forces that main-
tain a culture of militarism and normalize the use of US
military power globally. The NASW toolkit, for example,
provides limited attention to the deep militarization of US
society. And social work literature addressing issues of war
and armed conflict remains focused on the adverse effects
of war and social work practice in conflict and post-conflict
settings. In the US context, this scholarship has identified
important practice interventions, but ignores the deep mili-
tarization of American society and its far-reaching impact.

@ Springer



398

Journal of Human Rights and Social Work (2024) 9:397-409

For social workers engaged in such practice, many of the
issues they address disproportionately impact young soldiers
and veterans, including trauma, suicide, homelessness, sub-
stance use, and interpersonal violence. This is one reason
why in 2012 the American Public Health Association called
on social workers and others to address the roots of war and
the targeting of youth as a key aspect of the normalization of
war in US society. Since then, activists and a few scholars—
largely outside of social work—have sought to investigate the
growing connections and collaboration between the military
and public education.

Schools are a primary site for socialization into socie-
ties that support war, and the USA is no exception. In
fact, compared to most other industrialized societies, the
USA is a notable outlier (Harding & Kershner, 2015) and
provides an important case study. The tradition of mili-
tary recruiters visiting high schools is deeply ingrained
in the USA, with many schools logging visits from the
military every 2 or 3 days that school is in session. “Mili-
tary science” classes are now so prevalent that in at least
ten states, one out of every three public high schools offer
such instruction.

By examining the interconnections between the armed
forces and public schooling, we illustrate how the US mili-
tary works with civilian educational institutions to produce
future soldiers, sailors, and marines. As part of analyzing
the increasingly blurred lines between these two realms,
we explore how US schools are sites for the socialization
of youth to a culture of militarism and, ultimately, the pro-
duction of child soldiers. The human rights implications
of these practices are directly explored. Drawing attention
to US obligations under the UN Optional Protocol related
to child soldiering, we underscore the necessity for social
work to counter the militarization of youth in schools and
other institutions.

Social Work and War and Peace

The narrative that US social work is a “peace profession”
is due in part to the role played by several women social
workers in the twentieth century. Jane Addams, perhaps the
best known North American social worker, engaged in a
range of anti-war and pacifist activities and was a critical
actor in the early twentieth century women’s peace move-
ment (Klosterman & Stratton, 2006). Addams and fellow
settlement house worker Emily Green Balch shared a deep
involvement in organizing for peace prior to and during
World War I (Whipps, 2023). As active members of the
Women’s Peace Party, they helped make the pioneering
1915 Women’s International Peace Conference at the Hague
a success (Sullivan, 1993).
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Social worker Jeannette Rankin was the first woman to run
for and be elected to the US Congress. While her work as a
feminist and civil rights advocate is better known, she gained
notoriety by casting the only congressional vote against
the US entry into World War II and opposed World War I
(Davidson, 1994; Josephson, 1974). A founding member of
the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom,
Rankin worked throughout her life against war and in sup-
port of peace and social justice principles (Chandler, 2006).
African American social worker Addie Hunton also brought
a feminist perspective to her pursuit of a peace agenda, yet
simultaneously infused issues of race into her work. Her
activism in the 1920s and 1930s in opposition to war and
militarism, along with racial inequality, was part of the
“unsung contribution that she and other African American
women made in the postwar era toward peace and justice”
(Chandler, 2005, p. 271). Another ground-breaking Ameri-
can social worker, Bertha Capen Reynolds, worked as an edu-
cator, writer, union member, and political advocate. She, too,
made peace and anti-militarism a central focus of her decades
of twentieth century activism (Cullen, 1983).

During the Vietnam War, practicing and pre-service US
social workers engaged in a variety of antiwar activities.
Founded in 1965, the New York City-based Social Workers
for Peace (SWP) sought to build spaces for dialogue in the
social work profession around the ongoing US war in South-
east Asia. Its chair and founder, Ray Cagan, worked at the
Brooklyn Home for Children and had previously joined dem-
onstrations in favor of school integration. In a 1966 letter to
supporters, Cagan outlined the group’s activities at a time
when public opposition to the war was not widely accepted.
Of note, SWP planned to staff a peace booth at the NASW’s
annual conference and petitioned the organization to reserve
space at its convention for a meeting dedicated to peace. As
well, SWP gathered contingents of social service provid-
ers to participate in two massive antiwar marches in New
York: the 5th Avenue Peace Parade, in 1966, and the Spring
Mobilization, in 1967 (Cagan, 1966). During the week of
the Spring Mobilization, in April 1967, social work students
organized antiwar literature tables in all the city’s schools of
social work and arranged for the Dean of the NYU School
of Social Work to address an all-day workshop on “Social
Workers’ Potential for Peace Action” (Roundup of regional
& local mobilization activities, 1967).

Yet as anti-war social workers were organizing at the
grassroots in the 1960s, they were professionally sidelined
and almost totally ignored by its main academic journals.
In a survey of social work literature published during the
Vietnam War, Chandler (2004) found that social workers
who protested the war “were marginalized—sometimes
described as ‘impulsive’ or ‘quixotic,” but mostly invisible”
(p. 16). Even in 1968, when the Tet Offensive revealed the
bankruptcy of US war strategy and the antiwar movement
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erupted into the mainstream of American life, there was vir-
tually no coverage of war and peace issues in social work’s
four leading publications. While social workers might have
been organizing their own antiwar affinity groups, for the
main professional associations and their journals, “It was as
if it did not exist” (Chandler, 2004, p. 4). Although a group
calling itself Social Workers for Peace was active during the
1980s, it was still marginal within the profession—a trend
that continues to the present.

Aside from these contributions to peace activism, social
work scholars have explored issues of war and peace. A sum-
mary of this literature includes an assessment of how the
profession—and its publications—responded to US wars
and foreign policy (Harding, 2004); highlighted the disparity
between support for US social welfare programs and military
spending (Abramovitz, 2001); and surveyed US social work
students about their anti-war/peace activism (Swank & Fahs,
2011). Other scholars have analyzed Israeli peace organiza-
tions (Almog-Bar et al., 2020); developed a conceptual model
for “peace building” (Merav, 2001); described the creation of
a culture of peace in post-war Germany (Snyder, 2011); and
developed a framework for how to deconstruct war and think
about peace (Fox, 2011). The literature has also addressed the
relevance of war and peace within the context of social work
values and ethics (Van Soest, 1992; Verschelden, 1993); con-
sidered the role of social work in confronting global militarism
and peace-building (Lundy, 1987); identified how social work-
ers can contribute toward peace-building in Africa (Kafula,
2016); and examined the role of social workers in resolving
conflict and peace-building initiatives (Campbell et al., 2019).
While notable, such contributions represent an outlier within
social work literature.

Most recent publications in social work journals or by
social work scholars have focused instead on the impact
of war, armed conflict, and political violence, and efforts
to support affected civilians and soldiers, in several key
areas. This includes interventions with the civilian victims
of war (Singh, 2023); addressing trauma and mental health
issues for those impacted by armed conflict (Weinberg et al.,
2020; Sousa et al., 2021); providing services for refugees
and others displaced by armed conflict (Akesson & Sousa,
2020; Denov et al., 2019); interventions for and the inte-
gration of former child soldiers into society (Robjant et al.,
2019; Codina et al., 2023); and post-conflict reconciliation
(Androft, 2010).

In the USA, the growth of “military social work™ as a field
in social work practice and scholarship is a response to the
social and human costs of a hawkish US foreign policy in
the post-9/11 era. In a special issue of the Journal of Social
Work Education devoted to the topic, military social work
was described as “a specialized field of practice spanning the
micro—macro continuum and requiring advanced social work
knowledge and skills” (Wooten, 2015, p. s6). While raising

important attention to the impact of war on US soldiers and
veterans, and their families, this development emphasizes
service provision. A scoping review of more than 500 aca-
demic articles and gray literature of social work with veterans
(Bloeser & Bausman, 2020) found that the most frequently
used terms in social work journals were mental health and
PTSD. Examples of this scholarship explore work with vet-
erans experiencing war trauma (Leikert, 2023); displaying
aggressive behavior (Thomas et al., 2019); affected by PTSD
(Shorer et al., 2023); at risk of suicide (Schuman et al., 2019);
involved in inter-personal violence (Aronson et al., 2014);
and experiencing substance use disorder (Esaki et al., 2020),
with a focus on counseling and services to help active-duty
soldiers return to service and veterans adjust to civilian life
(Mahoney et al., 2023). Notably absent in this literature is
consideration of why the USA is involved in numerous armed
conflicts beyond its borders, and what explains the dramatic
rise of a range of physical and emotional problems among
its armed forces.

Despite these varied contributions, most social work
scholarship continues to address the effects of war and
reflects a lack of critical analysis and failure to engage with
the roots of armed conflict. This is especially the case with
literature addressing the USA and its military personnel.
In terms of targeted scholarship, educational and practice
initiatives, or political advocacy, US social work scholars
and practitioners have thus failed to engage the implications
of enduring militarization and a “permanent war economy”’
(Melman, 1974). In the context of the “new American mili-
tarism” (Bacevich, 2005), marked by the two of the longest
wars in US history (Iraq and Afghanistan), we find little
scholarly attention to American militarism and a related
aversion to address several connected issues that conflict
with social work values. These include the ethics of pre-
emptive war, the impact of unprecedented military spending,
and the social and political costs of an open-ended “war
on terror.” Below, we emphasize another overlooked—and
related—issue: the targeting of youth by military recruit-
ers in public schools to help fill the ranks of the US armed
forces and maintain a global empire. First, we describe key
features of militarism as an enduring aspect of US society.

Militarization and the US Empire

Historian Marilyn Young (2005) noted the growing American
tendency in the late twentieth century toward permanent war,
and over time the increasing use of covert means, Special
Forces, and drone warfare to achieve US foreign policy
goals. Despite long-term military intervention in the Middle
East, Young also observed how an increasingly disengaged
public, shaped by cultural representations of war, enabled
a violent American global empire (2021). The changing
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nature of American armed intervention, according to Shull
(2022), can be traced to the 1980s. She described “a larger
transformation of US empire—through proxy wars and new
forms of economic coercion and cultural hegemony—that
appeared to make US state power less visible, yet it remained
no less violent” (p. 1). Their work echoes the conclusion
of other scholars: US militarism and its impact continue to
escape broad critical scrutiny.

While militarism has various meanings (Stavrianakis &
Selby, 2013), it is commonly viewed as the structuring of
society to use organized violence through military power to
resolve political issues (Beier & Tabak, 2020; Enloe, 2007).
Militarism is typically reproduced and institutionalized
through cultural practices and norms, like equating support
for the military with patriotism (Bernazzoli & Flint, 2009),
while external threats—real or perceived—are routinely
used to generate support for military power and war (Mabee,
2016). As Rossdale (2019) finds, “institutional contexts”—
political and economic—Ilegitimize and reinforce militarism,
ensuring it has “considerable social power” (p. 46). Thus, in
militarized societies “war is always on our minds, even if we
are technically at peace” (Gusterson, 2007 p. 156).

The depiction of (male) soldiers as masculine protectors—
typically of a vulnerable and feminized civilian population
(Enloe, 2000)—is another key aspect of militarism. Rossdale
(2019) highlights the “complex and co-constitutive series
of relationships between militarism and patriarchy,” noting
that “particular hierarchies of masculinity and femininity are
intimately entangled with practices of warfare and militari-
sation” (p. 66). Scholars have also offered feminist analyses
of militarism and the impact of war on women, including as
both perpetrators and victims during acts of war, genocide,
and political violence. Women and girls are often deliber-
ate targets of sexual violence in armed conflict as a means
to reproduce gendered hierarchies and social control (Korac,
2018; Malik, 2020). Long ignored and silenced, the sharing of
women'’s experiences of this violence—and their resistance to
such targeting—highlights an important form of agency and
challenges stereotypes of women as passive victims during
armed conflict and political violence (Altinay & Petd, 2016).
As important, feminist scholars and activists have been instru-
mental in creating a modern vision of anti-militarism and anti-
militarist politics (Rossdale, 2019).

Summarizing scholarship on “militarization,” Lutz (2018)
notes that “militarized societies are ones in which the scope
of democratic deliberation becomes narrower, codes of
secrecy effloresce, and dissenters are characterized as threats
or as irrelevant to those deliberations” (p. 1). We suggest
that US militarism

is distinguished by high levels of military spending
and a constant preparation for war; a pervasive rever-
ence for the military and those who serve in its vari-
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ous branches; and the frequent use of military force
on foreign soil—in conflicts large and small—to serve
the aims of an aggressive U.S. foreign policy. Ameri-
can militarism is also notable for its embeddedness
throughout U.S. society giving rise to the national
security state, despite widespread denial of its actual
existence. (Harding & Kershner, 2022, p. 187)

A “permanent military industry” (Thorpe, 2014, p. 4),
for example, is reflected in an economic reliance on military
weapons spending in nearly every US state and many con-
gressional districts, what Melman (1970) termed ‘Pentagon
capitalism.” As Lutz (2010) observed, “there is no institution
that is more revered than the military and whose financial
and moral support is thought more unquestionable in the
halls of Congress ...” (p. 55). Veneration of those serving in
the US military is seamlessly entwined throughout popular
culture: in advertising, by appearances at sporting events,
and through their glorification in film and television (Stahl,
2009; Butterworth & Moskal, 2009; Froula & Takacs, 2016).
Indeed, their presence throughout US. society is “so nor-
malized and ubiquitous that they may seem ‘invisible,” as
the military is portrayed as vital and desirable, especially in
an increasingly ‘dangerous’ world” (Harding & Kershner,
2011, p. 81).

These developments have fostered public acquiescence to
US foreign policy and a largely unexamined American mili-
tarism deeply entrenched in public and private life (Mabee,
2016). The decades-old “embeddedness’ of militarism into
key US institutions, including higher education, helps rein-
force its seeming normalcy, and “all but guarantees end-
less war” (Moberg, 2020, p. 157). Mainstream accounts of
US history typically extol US military force as necessary
to promote “freedom,” minimizing both the human costs of
war and the reality of a US empire—one with hundreds of
foreign military bases (Vine, 2015) and near-constant use
of military force. Thus, the USA is regularly depicted as a
“reluctant hegemon” (Laderman, 2018, p. 5) which, when
compelled to enter military conflicts, uses force sparingly
and with respect for human rights. Although this credo was
battered by the national trauma of US involvement in Viet-
nam (1954-1975), it remains part of the dominant Ameri-
can ideology (Appy, 2015; Gibson, 1994). Throughout the
1980s, bipartisan support emerged for the idea that the USA
should avoid engaging in conflicts without a clear and eas-
ily winnable objective. A string of small wars—Grenada in
1983, Panama in 1989—followed by the First Gulf War in
1991 succeeded in vanquishing the “Vietnam syndrome”
and prepared the American public for wholesale military
intervention after the September 11 terrorist attacks (Young,
2005).

Since September 11, the USA has repeatedly used mili-
tary force in Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia, Yemen, Syria, and
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Niger, while a militarized culture has muted opposition
to “forever wars” (Bacevich, 2010). While these military
actions are often cast as “self-defense” (Darda, 2019), they
require public support or limited dissent about the global
role of the USA. The systematic use of propaganda by US
officials is critical to these efforts. As Coyne and Hall (2021)
suggest, “the U.S. government has purposefully provided
partial and misleading information about the actual threats to
the security of U.S. persons while contributing to a broader
culture of militarism, which holds that a powerful military
apparatus is necessary to protect and promote freedom and
order at home and abroad” (p. ix).

Propaganda and marketing are also vital to public support
for a key aspect of US militarism: the all-volunteer military.
Their use is essential to convince American teenagers—and
their parents—of the desirability of joining the military and
becoming the next generation of “warriors” willing to fight
to defend democracy. The military presence in US public
schools is widespread and dates to the early twentieth cen-
tury (Kershner et al., 2022). Using public schools as a venue
for recruitment has therefore become an essential way that
the military has direct contact with students and is a pri-
mary method of enlisting new soldiers and sailors, helping
normalize the selling of military service to American youth.

Militarism in US Schools

The USA boasts the largest and best equipped military force in
the world, with around two million enlisted servicemembers
(active duty and reserves combined) and an annual budget of
more than $775 billion (Office of Management and Budget,
2023). Raising and sustaining the all-volunteer US military
involves tremendous strain on human and financial resources.
In FY 2024, the Army and Navy allocated more than two bil-
lion dollars of their combined annual budgets for recruiting
by thousands of recruiters (Office of the Assistant Secretary
of the Army, 2023; Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary
of the Navy, 2023). As we note below, the bulk of this effort is
directed at high school students.

The Army’s recruiting training manuals frequently
describe high schools as the most important market and
“critical” to the success of the entire recruiting enterprise
(USAREC, 2011, pp. 5-3; USAREC, 2021, p. 7). Accord-
ing to guidelines published by the US Navy, high schools
and community colleges provide the recruiter’s “major
source of quality prospects” (Navy Recruiting Command,
2016, p. 81). The chief recruiter for the Navy recently rein-
forced this message, advising more than 4500 recruiters
that “our priority remains focused on high school canvass-
ing and prospecting with purpose and intensity” (Allchin,
2023, p. 4). Similar statements can be found in the official
documents and recruiter training protocols of the other

military branches. Consequently, high school students
in the USA are exposed to a comprehensive system of
militarization marked by highly trained military recruit-
ers who visit schools regularly, an active Junior Reserve
Officers’ Training Corps (JROTC) program, and guidance
offices packed with pamphlets marketing the armed forces
(Abajian, 2013). This coordinated web of formal and well-
funded programs seeking to convert schools into turnstiles
for the military is what we have called school militarism
(Harding & Kershner, 2011, 2022).

The Pentagon also spends more than $430 million annu-
ally on the JROTC, which provides military instruction
to more than 500,000 teenagers in almost 3500 US high
schools (Kamarck, 2023). Military officials often depict
JROTC as simply a leadership and citizenship program.
Yet in 2019, then Secretary of the Army (and later Secre-
tary of Defense) Mark Esper acknowledged that JROTC
“tends to...encourage kids to join the military at higher
rates than anywhere else” (U.S. Department of Defense
Appropriations, 2019). According to one recent study, stu-
dents who participated in Army JROTC for all 4 years of
high school were nearly 20 percentage points more likely
to enlist in the armed forces after graduating than a group
of comparison students (Zaber et al., 2023). Previous
research has shown that as many as 40% of JROTC gradu-
ates end up joining the military (Pema & Mehay, 2010,
2012). Moreover, students enrolled in some JROTC units
use air rifles to practice marksmanship at in-school firing
ranges, a contradiction among schools that purport to have
“zero tolerance” policies on violence (Abajian, 2013).

The military also attempts to gain influence through the
Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB), a
test administered annually in thousands of American high
schools. Slickly marketed to schools as a Career Explo-
ration Program, the ASVAB is in fact a critical compo-
nent of the military recruiting apparatus. Army and Navy
recruiting manuals abound with references to the ASVAB
and advise recruiters on how to get schools to make the
test mandatory for students (see, e.g., Navy Recruiting
Command, 2016; USAREC, 2021). Cash-strapped school
districts often favor the ASVAB because it provides free
vocational guidance testing to their students. But the test is
also designed to benefit military recruiters. Unless school
administrators choose to protect their students’ privacy,
ASVAB results are delivered directly to recruiters who
then mine the data to customize their recruiting pitch to
individual students.

By far the most common features of US school militarism
are in-person visits by military recruiters. Federal law (the
2001 No Child Left Behind Act and its successor, the Every
Student Succeeds Acts of 2015) requires high schools to
share students’ contact information with military recruiters;
schools must also allow recruiters on campus on an equal
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basis with representatives from colleges and employers. As
aresult, high schools are saturated with a military presence.
Indeed, the US Army sends their recruiters to some schools
as often as 100 times in a 180-day school year.'

Since the USA allows “voluntary” military enlistment for
minors aged 17 with parental consent, school-based military
recruiting emphasizes, but is not limited to, high school sen-
iors—typically 17- and 18-year-old students. To get young
people to seriously consider enlistment at that age, military
recruiters must do years of preparatory work. Thus, recruit-
ing strategy accents the importance of planting seeds in the
minds of those too young to currently enlist, in the hope
of harvesting a future bounty. For example, one set of US
Army guidelines advises recruiters to contact “students in
lower grades” to “help establish rapport and gather intelli-
gence for future operations” (USAREC, 2011, pp. 10-12). In
the same manual, other instructions suggest that classroom
presentations to high school freshmen and sophomores—14-
and 15-year-old students—*“will pay dividends when they
become seniors” (USAREC, 2011, pp. 11-12). This same
methodical approach to recruitment is also utilized by the
US Navy, whose recruiters ask interested sophomores and
juniors to provide the names of seniors in their circle of
friends. “They generally will be eager to please,” Navy
guidelines note, “and the recruiter will be planting the seed
that will continue to grow into the underclassman’s senior
year.” If a high school student is too young to join now but
is interested in the Navy, then the recruiter should “educate
them about the Navy. There is no reason to wait for them
to become seniors before the recruiter begins their train-
ing” (Navy Recruiting Command, 2016, p. 99). The logic is
child-simple: contact with a recruiter can steer today’s tenth
grader on the path to becoming tomorrow’s sailor.

In the past decade, previously hidden dimensions of
school militarism have been uncovered, as recent scholar-
ship reveals how the military uses STEM (science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics) education to forge even
closer ties to public schools (Vossoughi & Vakil, 2018). Yet
despite Abajian’s (2018) study of the military presence at an
elementary school career fair, little is known about school
militarism in the lower grades. Critically examining the
STARBASE program, a Pentagon-funded STEM outreach
program for fifth graders, is instructive.

The formal goals of STARBASE are the promotion
of aptitude and interest in the STEM fields and to create
awareness of STEM careers for underrepresented groups.
The program specifically tries to reach “at-risk” youth. As
a recent analysis concluded, school districts with STAR-
BASE programs serve a disproportionately high percentage
of both children from low-SES homes and minority youth
(Wenger et al., 2018). In other words, students participating
in STARBASE represent the same disadvantaged groups his-
torically targeted by JROTC and military recruiters. At the
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fifth-grade level, teachers at their under-resourced schools
are apt to see STARBASE as a savior. As noted in the most
recent STARBASE annual report: “Many elementary school
teachers do not have the time, educational background, and/
or resources to cover STEM topics appropriately and simply
cannot match the DoD STARBASE experience in their own
classrooms” (Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense
for Manpower & Reserve Affairs, 2023, p. 17). Students
participating in the program receive five days of instruction
at a military base (school districts typically only pay trans-
portation costs). Since it began in 1991, STARBASE has
reached more than a million 10- and 11-year-old students.
Today, the program operates at 81 locations across 36 US
states, Guam, and Puerto Rico (Office of the Assistant Sec-
retary of Defense for Manpower & Reserve Affairs, 2023).

Despite its official depiction, STARBASE is not a purely
philanthropic endeavor for the Pentagon: the program is
managed by the Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense
for Manpower and Reserve Affairs and takes place at a mili-
tary base. Not surprisingly, the program’s annual reports
speak of its ability to foster more positive attitudes towards
military personnel and to stimulate interest in STEM careers
in the military among young students. Before and after the
program, children are quizzed on whether they agree with
statements like “Military bases are exciting” and “The
military is a good place to work.” Indeed, the 2014 annual
report found that the program was responsible for “dramatic
improvements” in children’s military attitudes (Office of the
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Manpower & Reserve
Affairs, 2015, p. 58). More recent reports suggest that the
Pentagon is getting a good return on its annual investment
of more than $40 million. In surveys of educators visiting
a STARBASE location for the first time, more than 60%
reported being “Extremely Likely” or “Very Likely” to rec-
ommend the military as career options to their fifth-grade
students (Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for
Manpower & Reserve Affairs, 2023, p. 13).

Such outcomes explain why STARBASE has generated
interest among the nation’s military leaders. In 2011
testimony to a congressional Subcommittee, David
McGinnis, Acting Assistant Secretary of Defense for
Reserve Affairs, gushed that “the DoD STARBASE
Program is a productive investment in the future of our
youth, building and enlarging the talented recruits we need”
(Reserve Components as an Operational Force, 2011, p.
183). Five years later, US Defense Secretary Ash Carter
called STARBASE one of the DoD’s most successful
outreach programs, adding that it “help[s] inspire kids
to explore and learn more about science, technology,
engineering and math. And that allows us to help them, but
also allows those little kids to get to know us in a hands-on
way, and we want to have more of that opportunity in both
directions” (Wenger et al., 2018, p. 2).
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Global Comparisons

Global protocols protecting the human rights of children
have long been concerned with the issue of children being
recruited for and serving in the military. Over the past
25 years, an international legal consensus has developed
that stigmatizes the military recruitment of those under age
18. Specifically, international conferences in Cape Town,
South Africa, in 1997, and Paris in 2007, have promulgated
a human rights—based set of best practices known as the
Cape Town Principles, recommending that governments
should adopt legislative barriers to any participation in the
military—voluntary or compulsory—for those under age 18.
As of 2018, this so-called Straight-18 approach to recruit-
ing was the norm in more than four-fifths (167) of coun-
tries worldwide (Child Soldiers International, 2018). Along
with the USA, the list of countries that continue to recruit
children under age 18 includes not only numerous nations
of the Global South, like El Salvador and Sudan, but also
global powers such as China, Canada, and India. Even the
UK stands out for recruiting children as young as 16. “Per-
haps counterintuitively,” notes Child Soldiers International
(2018), “among professional state armed forces the most
affluent and technologically advanced tend to rely the most
on children to make up recruit numbers.” This dependence
on the participation of children among some of the world’s
most powerful militaries reveals an internal instability that
highlights the “fragile and contingent” nature of the armed
forces in late-capitalist societies (Enloe, 2015, p. 6).

While all-volunteer militaries have long been the norm
in Western Europe, close contact between children and the
armed forces of those countries remains relatively rare.
Britain went to a volunteer force in 1960, more than a dec-
ade before the USA, yet does not have a comparable level
of school militarism. Although it enlists 16-year-olds (with
parental permission) and has a cadet corps program similar
in many respects to JROTC, there is markedly less mili-
tary presence overall in British than in American schools.
Military personnel are allowed to visit public schools in
the UK, but their purpose is technically not to recruit but
simply to share information on career opportunities in the
armed forces. Moreover, cultural tolerance for school mili-
tarism is far lower in Britain. Beginning in 2012, British
public and civil society groups, including the largest teach-
ers’ union in Scotland and the Children’s Commissioner
of Wales, expressed concern over what they perceived as
the alarming frequency of military visits to schools. At
the highest end of the spectrum, military personnel were

making ten visits per year to individual schools in the UK
(Cymdeithas y Cymod et al., 2021). In the USA, by con-
trast, some schools are visited ten times as often, with the
Army alone responsible for sending its recruiters more
than 100 times a year to certain high schools in Connecti-
cut and Massachusetts.'

When it comes to the scope and sophistication of military
involvement with elementary and secondary education, the
USA simply has few peers. Russia and Turkey, states with
poor human rights records, have shown a similar passion for
militarizing childhood. In a process that began with its 2014
annexation of Crimea, and accelerated during the ongoing
war in Ukraine, Russian schools are “awash in lessons and
extracurricular activities built around military themes and
patriotism” (New York Times, Jun. 4, 2023). The curriculum
in Turkish schools is similarly suffused with patriotic lessons,
and until recently, students took a required course—National
Security Knowledge—that inculcated suspicion and fear of
the nation’s official enemies (Altinay, 2004). In Israel, where
“militarized socialization is an all-encompassing phenom-
enon,” elementary school students go on field trips to war
memorials; later, in the 11th grade, all girls and boys spend
a week at a Gadna (or Youth Regiments) camp, where they
experience military discipline and undergo weapons training
(Levy & Sasson-Levy, 2008, p. 354).

In Italy, indices of school militarism increased dramatically
in recent years. Formalized agreements between the ministries
of education and defense, as well as pacts between specific
military bases and regional or local educational authorities,
have facilitated military recruiting efforts. During the
school day, students routinely hear lectures by armed
forces personnel and participate in guided tours of military
facilities. The military presence in schools appears to be most
prevalent in Sicily, the region with the country’s highest rate
of unemployment. Although Italy has had an all-volunteer
military since 2005, school militarism is a relatively new
phenomenon in a country with a strong peace movement. Thus,
groups like the Italian chapters of Pax Christi and Fellowship
of Reconciliation have launched a joint effort to demilitarize
schools (Vittori, 2023). Even in highly militarized societies,
barriers exist to how far school militarism can go. For example,
in the early 2000s, when the Israeli Ministry of Education
partnered with the military on a marketing campaign intended
to encourage more tenth graders to consider volunteering for
combat units, parents and teachers objected and the plan was
cancelled (Levy & Sasson-Levy, 2008). Given the long history
of military involvement in US schools, it is not surprising to
find organized resistance there as well.
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Human Rights Implications

As we have written elsewhere (Kershner et al., 2022), in
the USA, a grassroots “counter-recruitment” movement has
for decades combated attempts to militarize schools in the
USA. Through personal presentations at schools and politi-
cal lobbying efforts, these activists—veterans, parents, peace
activists, and some teachers—have occasionally succeeded
in restricting the ability of military recruiters to contact
youth and visit them at their high schools. However, given
the decentralized nature of education in the USA, with its
thousands of individual school districts, counter-recruiting
has not been the most efficient way to demilitarize schools.
Would a human rights—based approach have a greater poten-
tial to thwart school militarism in the USA? Although a
human rights framework is certainly relevant to the issue of
school militarism, there are several factors limiting its ability
to effectively address the problem.

What makes human rights discourse an appealing way to
address school militarism is its perceived universality. In the
past, US counter-recruitment activists have advocated a ban
on military recruiting in schools based on values that—in
a highly militarized society—were not widely shared. As
a result, their campaigns often foundered on the shoals of
American militarism. Working with those who share their
aims, including social workers, they could usefully draw on
the more widely shared values embodied in human rights
discourse. Consider that public sympathy with child soldiers
and perceptions of the child soldier as victim are points of
consensus even in the USA. Popular culture generates a par-
adoxical mélange of books and films glorifying militarism,
on the one hand, and those that also demonize governments
that recruit child soldiers. Zero Dark Thirty, a film about US
Special Forces operators hunting down Osama Bin Laden,
garnered five Oscar Nominations, while in the same year,
Kony 2012, an exposé of child soldiering in Uganda, racked
up more than 100 million views on YouTube. A human
rights—based approach to school militarism could tap into
this reservoir of public aversion to child soldiering.

Part of the success of Kony 2012 can be attributed to the
way it fit the stereotype of the child soldier as a gun-toting
African boy. According to Jézéquel (2006, p. 99), the image
of a child “bearing a Kalashnikov bigger than himself has
come to symbolize a typically African brand of violence.”
The identification of child soldiering with the Global South
works at the levels of law, popular culture, and public
advocacy. At the legal level, so many prosecutions for
war crimes related to child soldiers have targeted African
nations that one scholar observed an “Orientalizing” effect
of identifying certain crimes as “specifically African”
(Mégret, 2014). Ideologically, when popular culture and
NGOs focus attention exclusively on the African child

@ Springer

soldier, it strengthens pre-existing notions of the Global
South as a Conradian “zone of tragedy” and despair (Lee-
Koo, 2011, p. 731), obscuring from view the forms of child
soldiering seen in countries like the USA. There has been
notable progress on this front. For example, Child Soldiers
International made the Global North the focus of a major
report in 2018. While it is important to debunk the myth of
child soldiers as being restricted to the Global South, it is
not enough. We suggest that there must be a reliable means
of forcing compliance once violations of global protocols
have been exposed.

The 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC) has been called the “most widely accepted child
rights instrument in history” (Kimmel & Roby, 2007, p.
746). Yet there is one country that has never ratified the
CRC: the USA, which has long avoided key international
treaties. In this case, American opposition to any legal dis-
course around child recruiting and child soldiering stems
partly from not wanting to place limitations on the ability to
recruit “under-18s.” When UN member states were debating
the 2000 Optional Protocol to the CRC, which established
as 18 the minimum age of compulsory enlistment in the
military and advised governments to do everything possible
to avoid sending those under age 18—whether volunteers or
draftees—into a combat situation, a US military spokesman
candidly explained that such a restriction “would hurt our
recruiting” (Newsday, Oct. 10, 1999). The USA did make a
key concession when it ratified the CRC Optional Protocol
in December 2002, and has since been subject to periodic
review by the CRC.

In its recent report on the USA, the UN Committee
on the Rights of the Child (2017) provided a model
for a human rights-based approach to challenge school
militarism. The CRC expressed concern about several
aspects of school militarism in the USA, including
recruiters’ easy ability to access student information
without first giving parents the ability to “opt out.” It also
found the Junior ROTC program troubling, noting that
not all students enrolled in these military classes may
be aware that their participation is voluntary. Among its
recommendations, the CRC recommended that the USA
ban the JROTC’s marksmanship program, to have the
federal government, through its Department of Education,
subject JROTC to regular oversight, and “ensure that
any military training for children takes into account
human rights principles” (p. 5). Not surprisingly, these
recommendations were ignored. Which highlights one of
the main failings of this approach: Lacking an effective
means of enforcing the relevant laws and global protocols,
rogue states can indefinitely ignore human rights monitors
and continue to militarize schools as they recruit children
into the armed forces.
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Conclusion

Social workers have historically failed to engage with milita-
rism and militarization, even though the profession has both
a history of peace activism and an infrastructure to support
such engagement. School militarism is close at hand, in the
communities where social workers live and practice. Yet this
phenomenon is difficult to combat given its normalization
and lack of visibility. As noted earlier, JROTC, STARBASE,
and military recruiting visits tend to disproportionately affect
students at low-income schools with high percentages of
minority youth. The targeted nature of school militarism also
keeps it from the consciousness of most Americans. Moreo-
ver, JROTC, ASVAB, and STARBASE are all marketed to
downplay the military’s role in propagandizing youth. While
most attention on school militarism has focused on formal
military training programs and overt recruitment, Beier and
Tabak (2020) suggest a more holistic view to understand
the scope of the militarization of children: “If we think of
recruitment as a long-run process of cultivating a view of the
military offering future opportunities to which children could
be encouraged to aspire, then there is a much wider range of
practices that call for critical attention” (p. 286).

We suggest that social workers contribute to demilita-
rization work by unmasking and critiquing the military’s
involvement in schools. They could do this at the local level,
by speaking before school board meetings, by lobbying
elected officials, and by collecting data about the frequency
of school visits by military recruiters. School social work-
ers are uniquely positioned to advocate for sensible school
recruiting policies that cap the number of recruiter visits, or
for military advisory boards that provide a level of oversight
of JROTC programs that otherwise would not exist.

School social work is a large, specialized field of US
social work practice. As defined by the School Social
Work Association of America (n.d.), school social work-
ers “are the link between the home, school and commu-
nity in providing direct as well as indirect services to
students, families and school personnel to promote and
support students’ academic and social success.” Despite
the prevalence of social workers in US public schools,
we know of no literature analyzing their attitudes about
militarism or their involvement in efforts to address the
military recruitment of high school students. The lack of
social work literature addressing militarism more broadly
extends to specialized fields of practice. A search of two
leading school social work journals (School Social Work
Journal, Children and Schools) identified only a few
articles that were remotely critical of militarism. These
appeared more than 20 years ago (Franklin, 2002; Pryor

et al., 1999). Since then, the limited related literature in
these outlets has focused on military-connected children
and how best to support them and provide services in
school settings (see, e.g., Tebbe, 2022). Our prior research
on counter-recruitment activism (Harding & Kershner,
2015) did not reveal efforts by school social workers to
confront these practices.

Given the emphasis on preparation for professional prac-
tice, school social work curriculum—typically one or two
courses in Master of Social Work programs—appears to
ignore issues of militarism. The same is true for US social
work education in general. This highlights the need for
inclusion of content on militarism in school social work
courses and social work curriculum writ large. Its continued
absence—and the lack of involvement in counter-recruitment
and anti-militarism efforts—suggests that the social work pro-
fession enables a culture of militarism in the USA. This has
abetted a situation where many public schools promote mili-
tary careers over other postsecondary career paths, effectively
fostering a “school-to-military pipeline.” This acquiescence
to school militarism conflicts with key tenets of social work
values and current educational thought, which stresses the
capacity of teachers and other school personnel to challenge
and interrogate systems of power.

One potential model could be based on emergent activi-
ties in California targeting teacher education programs that,
like social work education, largely avoid content on mili-
tarism. These efforts broadly seek to build support among
future teachers to address militarism and provide youth with
alternative perspectives on military enlistment. One of those
involved in a presentation to future educators identified sev-
eral goals of this work: “to introduce teacher candidates to
the issue of militarism in schools, to convey that this is a
social justice issue in education, and to discuss what their
role might be as future teachers—how they might address
militarism in their classrooms and what they can do to pre-
vent predatory recruiting” (Morales, 2023, p. 4).

Aside from attention to curriculum, social work schol-
ars can educate their colleagues and practitioners about the
extent of militarism and its impact on public education. As
we note, these issues have largely been ignored in contem-
porary social work scholarship. In contrast, in the mid- to
late-1970s, the professional journals of school guidance
counselors were forums for vigorous debates around the
propriety of military recruiting of students (Conrad et al.,
1977; Lewis & Warren, 1975; Schaeffer, 1975). If the social
work profession is to reclaim the mantle of peace activism
and opposition to war and militarism, using a human rights
framework—and other methods—can provide a potent
vocabulary to advocate for military-free schools.
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Endnotes

'Based on an analysis of reports obtained through the
Freedom of Information Act, for select Massachusetts public
high schools during the 2011-2013 school years. Reports in
authors’ possession.
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