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National Council on Family Relations-~1969 Annual Meeting

Washington, D.C. October 22-25, 1969
EFFECTS OF U.S. CASUALITIES IN VIET NAM ON AMERICAN FAMILIES

The Board of Directors of the National Council on Family Relations unenimously approved
the following resolution on October 21:

RESOLVED, that en appropriate agency of Government (Department of Defense) tabulate and
wmake aveilable data on family and social cheracteristics of U.S. servicemen, including those
killed and injured in the Viet Nam conflict, for research and public information.

The Board does not take a position on the merits of the war, but reasons that an audit
or accounting from the standpoint of the femily is appropriate and necessary for professionals
and lay people concerned with the basic unit of American society. The resolution was made
in view of the fact that important datas are so far unobtainable from the Department of
£ fanne. Meanwhile a preliminary analysis of deta from other sources, swumarized
herewith, raises a number of questions which the Board feels need further study and discussion.
I. Deaths.

There are approximately L0,000 fatalities in battle among U.S. servicemen so far in Viet
Nam, almost a&ll of which occurred since 1965. The ages of the men range from 17 to 51 and
over, but 90% of the casualties are 18 to 26, and about TS% fall in the 19-23 age group. In
other words, about 5% of the male U.S, population bears the brunt of the casualties. Looking
at Vital Statistics Mortality tables for 1966 (published 1968) we can estimate en increase in
the overall death rate for the hardest-hit cohort (20-25, males) of S0% for the period 1966-63,
and 100% for 1968 alone, when battle deaths numbered 1%,592, Ordinarily, civilian desth rates
in this age group are low, about half accounted for by sutomobile accidents., For this age
group, then, the Viet Nam toll assumes epidemic proportions for death and injury,

Some effort should be given to placing thls observation in perspective. Each day in the
U.S. some 10,000 babies are born, so in eight days k0,000 males will be added to the populew
tion, or enough to match the number killed in Viet Nam. Our population is so large that a
temporary doubling of the demth rate for one small segment will pess unnoticed by most people.

Who does bear the impact most? Widows, bereaved children, parents, etc, We do not know &t
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In sum, the more privileged white tends to be excused from service, either by deferment

or, in meny cases, medical disqualificetion, The better-off black--high school graduate, no

gross handicap--is likely to serve. Only L5% of black draftees are accepted, as against 60%

hit
of whites, and a disproporticnate number of privileged whites seem to be excused, This does

not take
into sccount the smell percentege of Kegroes in Officer Corps and Reserves (only

3.5%).

It appears that inductees represent an Americen undercless. Negro young men already are
an undercless, 8o ell but the tiny upper crust are likely to be drafted and exposed to the
wltimete risk. It is true that military service hes 2lso been a channel of advanrcement for
many underprivileged hmericans. But at whet cost to the llegro minority and to the nation?
This question is forced upon us by Viet KRam, where 13% of the deaths are Negroes--a total
of 4,000 so far--although they numter only 9% of servicemen.

The immediate issue is not whether the factors in Negro advancement are genetic or social,
both, etc., but whether disedvanteged men who have attained relative success are being selec-

tively eliminated from the sociel end genetic pool of their ethmic group and their country.

Prepared October 23, 1969. Responsibility for errors of fact or interpretation rests with the
writer, E. James Liebermen, M.D., 6i51 Barnaby Street, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20015. 202,

362-8188. Dr. Lieberman is a member of the Board of the Nationel Council on Femily Relations.



