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Selective Service
Before the All-Volunteer Force
Dr. Barry M. Stentiford

Chief Warrant Officer 5 Ralph E. Rigby was 
drafted in 1972 and served continuously on ac-
tive duty until 2014.1 With his retirement, the 

final link between conscription and the Army ended. 
No soldier currently in the U.S. Army or any military 
branch has served with or led conscripts. Conversely, 
when conscription ended in 1973, few soldiers had 
experience with a completely voluntary force. The 

U.S. military adopted the all-volunteer force (AVF) as 
an alternative to the peacetime use of conscription to 
make up for recruiting shortfalls. The fiftieth anniversa-
ry of the AVF is a good time to reflect on the system of 
compulsory military service it replaced.

The United States employed conscription—man-
datory military service—four times during the twen-
tieth century for a total of thirty-five years. Relying on 

Dr. Yussuff examines draftees 21 January 1919 at Camp Devens, Massachusetts. (Photo courtesy of the National Archives)



115MILITARY REVIEW November-December 2023

SELECTIVE SERVICE

individual volunteers rather than using selective service 
to fill the lower enlisted ranks of the U.S. military in 
1973 did not introduce something new in American 
military history. Mandatory military service at the fed-
eral level has been more of an aberration than the norm.2 
For most of its existence, the Regular Army existed as 
a peacetime repository of military knowledge around 
which an expanded wartime army would form. During 
most of the nineteenth century, wartime expansion 
came primarily with militia or state-raised volunteer 
regiments.3 Congress authorized the establishment of 
temporary federal volunteer regiments during the war 
with Spain in 1898 and the subsequent Philippine wars. 
The Nation’s sole experiment with conscription before 
1917, from 1863 to 1865 during the American Civil War, 
created as many problems as it attempted to solve. The 
rise of the National Guard in the decades after the Civil 
War, codified through the Militia Act of 1903 and the 
National Defense Act of 1916, changed the paradigm.4 
Still, the authors of those pieces of legislation never en-
visioned the National Guard to be sufficient to meet the 
anticipated manpower demands of a major war.

The Nation developed a successful conscription pro-
gram during World War I. The Selective Service System 
provided the basic model of conscription for World 
War II and the early Cold War. In late 1940, the Nation 
began peacetime conscription as part of a so-called 
“Protective Mobilization Plan.” This plan was supersed-
ed by wartime conscription—for “the duration plus six 
months”—following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor 
on 7 December 1941.5 The World War II-era draft 
lasted until 1947. In 1948, the United States resumed 
a peacetime draft after it became clear that voluntary 
enlistments would not generate enough recruits. Initially 
authorized for two years, Congress intended this post-
World War II draft to be a stop-gap measure in anticipa-
tion of passing legislation for universal military training 
(UMT). That legislation stalled, and Congress restarted 
selective service, initially for two years, but renewable. 
That conscription from 1948 served not only during 
peacetime but also during the Korean War (1950–1953) 
and the Vietnam War (1964–1973).

Americans’ first experience with federal conscrip-
tion occurred during the U.S. Civil War (1861–1865) 
and was generally considered a failure. Both bellig-
erents employed some form of draft to fill the ranks 
of their armies. The Confederate government began 

conscription in 1862; the U.S. government began 
conscription the following year with the passage of the 
Enrollment Act.6 All able-bodied white men between 
the ages of twenty and forty-five were required to 
register. In the states remaining loyal to the Union, 
the federal conscription law empowered the Provost 
Marshal General’s Office to use soldiers to compel 
service by eligible males in the regiments from any 
state that did not meet its quota of volunteers.7 Fewer 
than 5 percent of soldiers in the U.S. Army entered 
through conscription. The act authorized a man to pay 
a substitute $300 to go in his place, allowing wealthier 
men to avoid military service and fostering a market 
for men willing to serve for the right price. The use of 
soldiers to compel service ran counter to American 
ideals. Conscription itself was seen as disgraceful; vol-
unteers tended to look 
down on the drafted 
soldier, viewing them as 
“slackers who were not 
to be trusted under fire” 
and likely to desert.8 
Opposition to conscrip-
tion fueled a deadly riot 
in New York City that 
lasted four days in July 
1863 and took feder-
al troops to suppress. 
While generally judged 
a failure, the Civil War 
conscription did moti-
vate the states to redou-
ble their efforts to raise 
their assigned quotas of 
soldiers through volun-
tary measures. This was 
done largely by increas-
ing the incentives for 
volunteers in the form 
of cash payouts and 
bonuses, and even land 
grants upon completion 
of service.

With the entrance 
of the United States 
into World War I in 
April 1917, the Nation 
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again needed a massive and rapid expansion of 
the Army to have an impact on the course of the 
war. After studying the failure of the Civil War 
conscription, the administration of President 
Woodrow Wilson crafted a new system to avoid 
previous errors.9 Although the United States 
declared war against Germany on 6 April 1917, 
it was not until 19 May that Wilson signed the 
Selective Service Act of 1917, which was quite 
different from earlier draft laws.10 Constitutional 
authority for conscription came from the 
language that allowed Congress “to raise and 
support armies.”11 Anarchist and socialist groups 
such as the International Workers of the World 
urged men to avoid registration, arguing that con-
scription was unconstitutional in that it violated the 
Thirteenth Amendment’s protection against “in-
voluntary servitude,” but the Supreme Court ruled 
in 1918 that the Constitution placed no limit on how 
Congress could raise armies.12 This ruling provided the 
constitutional underpinning of mandatory military 
service for the rest of the century.

Conscription during World War I reflected 
Progressive-era ideals.13 The Progressive movement 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 
sought to use scientific inquiry and technology to make 
a more rational and orderly society and to correct the 
ills of modern life. Additionally, many proponents 
believed conscription would mold men into better 
citizens. Had the Army relied only on voluntary enlist-
ments, the burden would have fallen more heavily on 
the patriotic “better classes” while allowing the selfish 
and the unpatriotic to escape their civic obligations. 
Many of those volunteers held important roles in the 
civilian society and economy, and their absence for 
military service caused inefficiencies. Selective service 
reflected a bipartisan desire for an orderly and rational 
society, which meant applying scientific methods to 
deciding who would fight and who would not. Men 
would serve where the government needed them, 
whether on the farm, in industry, or in uniform. Under 
the 1917 act, boards composed of each registrant’s 
“friends and neighbors,” not military officers, would 
decide who would be compelled to serve in the mili-
tary. In each county or town in the country, a Selective 
Service Board, informally known as a draft board, 
was created. Members appointed to boards were, in 

theory, local civilians who were respected in their 
communities, men and women who could evaluate 
each registrant. Most members served without pay. In 
North Carolina, to use one example, the state’s Council 
on Defense ensured the “right men” served on draft 
boards—white men from the middle and upper classes 
who supported the prevailing power structure in the 
state.14 Normally, Selective Service Board members 
included local politicians, law enforcement officials, 
prominent veterans, school officials, medical personnel, 
business owners, and others who were known in their 
communities and who, in turn, knew the people well.

Registration with Selective Service for all men 
between the ages of twenty-one and thirty began on 5 
June 1917. In September 1918, the range of ages liable 
was expanded to eighteen and forty-five. Eventually, 
twenty-four million men registered. Around three and 
a half million men failed to register during World War 
I, which made them subject to trial and punishment 
under military law rather than civil law. The obligation 
to register applied not only to citizens but also to res-
ident aliens. Members of the Selective Service Boards 
were to consider the physical and mental health, intel-
ligence, police record, and education of the young men 
within their district. Board members were also to con-
sider dependency. Was the man an only child, and did 
he have parents who would increasingly depend upon 
him in their old age? Did he have a wife? Did he have 
children? Were there others depending on him for their 

Huddie Ledbetter’s World War II draft card is shown here. The 
American folk and blues singer-songwriter was better known as 
“Lead Belly.” (Photo courtesy of the Department of Defense)



117MILITARY REVIEW November-December 2023

SELECTIVE SERVICE

support? At root was whether people would be impov-
erished or become dependent on the community while 
the young man was away in the military or, worse, were 
to die in service.

Another factor that weighed heavily on the decision 
of who served and who did not was each man’s role 
in the economy. Certain skills and professions were 
deemed so important to the economy and to the war 
effort that the act exempted workers who performed 
these tasks. Farmers and railroad workers, for example, 
were largely excluded from military service. Other men 
who worked in trades or professions deemed essential 
to the war effort, such as machinists or plumbers, were 
likewise excluded for their skills would be needed to 
supply the tools of war. Around one hundred thou-
sand men were exempted from conscription during 
World War I because they worked in shipbuilding, 
something that caused resentment when it became 
public.15 Registrants could apply for recognition as a 
conscientious objector, but to do so required that the 
applicant demonstrate that he belonged to a recognized 
religious denomination with an acknowledged pacifist 
creed such as the Society of Friends (Quakers) or one of 
several Amish sects. Such men were not automatically 
excluded, though, and some were inducted but ideal-
ly assigned to positions that did not involve carrying 
arms. Members of some denominations, such as the 
Hutterites, received no such recognition and were 
severely persecuted. One of the most famous American 
soldiers from the war, Sgt. Alvin York, originally 
applied for conscientious objector status based on his 
Christian beliefs. The problem was that his church did 
not have a tradition of pacifism. He reported for induc-
tion while his case was under review, but after discus-
sions with his company commander, he withdrew his 
application and became an infantryman.16 The system 
for accounting for sincere and demonstrated pacifism 
became more accommodating during World War II 
and the Vietnam War.

Based on the total military-age male population of a 
town or county, the Selective Service Board was to select 
those most suitable to serve to meet its quota. Those 
men judged most eligible to serve were given a rating of 
A1 and assigned a number. Men who volunteered for 
military service—voluntary enlistment was still allowed 
until the summer of 1918—counted against the quo-
ta. On 20 July 1917, the first of a series of lottery-style 

drawings was held. Men holding the numbers selected 
were to report to one of the newly established mobiliza-
tion camps in early September. Initially, some 180,000 
men were selected to serve, but more calls would be 
coming. About one man in nine of those who registered 
was eventually conscripted.17 Men inducted into the 
Army through Selective Service were termed selectees 
rather than conscripts or draftees.18 Selectees were not in 
the Regular Army, in the National Guard, or some sort 
of reserve. Instead, they were assigned to the Army of 
the United States and not to any component. Selectees 
were assigned to all divisions in the Army, accounting 
for at least 25 percent of the soldiers in the divisions that 
came from the National Guard by 1918.19 Most, howev-
er, would be assigned to the new National Army divi-
sions. Selectees assigned to the Navy or Marine Corps 
were designated as Reservists.

The Army based its initial calls for selectees on 
its ability to provide adequate training facilities and 
leadership for the new soldiers. New mobilization 
camps had to be built across the Nation to receive the 
selectees, such as Camp Devens in Massachusetts and 
Camp Knox in Kentucky. Perhaps more important 
than the physical building of camps, Regular Army 
officers, some National Guard officers, and a smattering 
of Reserve officers had to be assigned to the camps and 
the initial group of temporary National Army offices 
had to be selected and trained. These officers, along 
with essential noncommissioned officers, had to arrive 
at the new mobilization camps prior to the arrival of 
the selectees. Once cadre and selectees were assem-
bled, the process of turning civilians into soldiers could 
begin. Selectees were expected to serve on active duty 
until no longer needed by the government, which usu-
ally meant discharge for wounds or disease, or at most 
within six months of the end of the war. Calls from the 
American public and their elected representatives for 
discharge shortly after the Armistice was signed on 11 
November 1918 meant that very few of the selectees 
served for more than two years during World War I.

The government and the Army understood that if 
selective service was to succeed, the conscripted soldier 
needed to be treated differently than he had been in the 
past. The use of the term selectee rather than conscript 
or draftee was, in part, to emphasize that the soldier had 
been selected to serve rather than forced. The govern-
ment used newspapers and other media to make the 
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public and the selectees themselves take pride in being 
chosen to serve.20 With Selective Service, involuntary 
military service became seen as something honorable. 
Coverage of the selectees in particular and the enlarged 
wartime Army in general stressed the essentially dem-
ocratic nature of wartime conscription.21 Traditionally 
in wartime armies raised by the United States, class and 
ethnicity were often cornerstones on which temporary 
wartime regiments formed. Selective service would 
in theory eliminate class and ethnic distinctions that 
were often apparent in Regular Army, National Guard, 
and earlier volunteer regiments. In practice, selective 
service did take a higher percentage of men from the 
lower strata of society; however, men with high school 
and even college degrees and whose ancestors had been 
in this country before the revolution served alongside 
men with perhaps an eighth-grade education, or who 
had themselves arrived in this country as immigrants. 
Although some of the narrative on the essentially 
democratic nature of conscription was hyperbole, 
the reality was that men from very different parts of 
American culture served together. The exception was 
African American men, who while subject to conscrip-
tion, were trained at segregated camps and served in 
segregated units.22

 The Armistice on 11 November 1918 led to the 
suspension of conscription. Most of the selectees were 
released back into civilian life within months. In all, 
the government counted 2,819,296 men who had 

been inducted through selective service.23 
Shortly after the war ended, Congress 
largely dismantled selective service. 
However, Congress wanted to preserve 
something of the wartime Army, with 
the idea that in a future large war, selec-
tive service would again be used to fill its 
ranks. In the National Defense Act of 1920, 
Congress created the Organized Reserves 
to preserve the structure of the National 
Army in a cadre form. The Organized 
Reserves consisted of units down to 
battalions that contained most of their 
officers with reserve commissions but very 

few, if any, enlisted men. These units existed to pro-
vide partially trained units that in an emergency could 
rapidly expand to war strength using selective service 
and complete their training.24 The use of selective 
service to expand the military during World War I had 
been successful and remained the model for the next 
war. With some modifications, especially regarding the 
length of service a selectee had to serve, the selective 
service model created when the United States entered 
World War I would serve the country again when it 
returned to conscription as the means of manning the 
military. The model would last until 1973 and remains 
the model for future conscription.

On 31 July 1940, following Nazi Germany’s con-
quests of Denmark, Norway, the Low Countries, 
and France, President Franklin D. Roosevelt imple-
mented the Protective Mobilization Plan.25 Under it, 
Congress granted the president the authority to order 
the National Guard and Organized Reserves onto 
active federal service for a year of training. At the same 
time, the Reserves of the Navy and Marine Corps 
were also activated. The executive order was issued on 
31 August. The first units entered active duty on 16 
September 1940, with the last entering at the end of 
February 1941.26 Concurrent with the mobilization of 
the National Guard and Reserves, Congress authorized 
the resumption of selective service—the Nation’s first 
peacetime draft.27 This was done through the Selective 
Training and Service Act of 1940. This act created a 
more robust structure than in World War I, creating the 
Selective Service System—a new federal agency. While a 
civilian agency, the head of the Selective Service System 
was a serving Army officer. Initially, all men from 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt signs the Selective Training and Ser-
vice Act into law on 16 September 1940. (Photo courtesy of the 
Department of Defense)
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twenty-one to thirty-five years of age were required to 
register, with obligatory active service of twelve months 
for those selected. In a change from conscription in 
World War I, civilian courts and not military courts 
would deal with those who failed to register.

The Selective Service System during World War 
II operated similarly to that of World War I, though 
the criteria for selection was more specific.28 Selective 
Service was implemented to induct selectees onto 
active service to bring Regular Army, National Guard, 
and especially the battalions of the Organized Reserves 
to wartime strength. The Organized Reserves divisions 
went to the mobilization camps, some of which were 
new while others were refurbished from World War 
I, and began taking in selectees for training. Selectees 
were also assigned to the Navy and, eventually, the 
Marine Corps. The selectees, as well as the guardsmen 
and reservists, were brought on active service to train 
intensively, not to enable the Roosevelt administration 

to take a more aggressive posture toward the Axis. 
Under the mobilization, guardsmen, reservists, and 
selectees were not to deploy outside of the Americas, 
except to United States possessions such as Hawai’i, the 
Philippines, and Guam. In a correction to a problem 
from World War I, federal law guaranteed that select-
ees could return to their former employment without 
loss of benefits.29

Selectees soon comprised most of the manpower 
in the divisions that had been part of the Organized 
Reserves; the divisions numbered seventy-five and 
higher. Because the wartime strength of companies in 
the U.S. Army at the time was about two hundred men, 
which was almost three times the peacetime strength, 
selectees soon accounted for most of the manpower in 
the lower ranks of Regular Army and National Guard 
divisions as well. As in World War I, throughout the 
years of conscription, selectees were assigned “without 
component,” meaning that whatever the origins of the 

Men line up to register for the draft circa 1918–1920. (Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress)
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division to which they were assigned, they served in 
the Army of the United States, and not in the Regular 
Army, National Guard, or Reserves. The same did not 
hold for the Navy or Marine Corps as Congress did not 
create an institution like the Army of the United States 
for the Navy, and thus, selectees in those branches were 
again designated as “reserv-
ists.” Selectees assigned to the 
Regular Army and National 
Guard divisions initially 
complained that they were 
treated poorly by soldiers 
who had volunteered to 
serve, but by the autumn 
of 1941, selectees were a 
plurality of all Regular and 
National Guard divisions 
and even a majority in some 
divisions.30 The numerical 
dominance of selectees be-
came more pronounced over 
the years of the war.

In July 1941, when the 
year of military training 
mandated by the Selective 
Service and Training Act of 
1940 was halfway through, 
the Service Extension Act 
extended for six months the 
time reservists, guardsmen, 
and selectees were to spend 
on active duty, meaning 
they would have to serve 
for eighteen months rather 
than one year.31 The measure 
passed Congress by a single vote. Before the entrance 
of the United States into the war, almost 922,000 men 
had been conscripted. The 7 December 1941 attack on 
Pearl Harbor and subsequent declarations of war by 
the United States meant that all soldiers, sailors, and 
marines, no matter how they entered military service, 
were to serve for the duration of the war plus six months, 
unless released sooner.32 At the same time, geographic re-
strictions on the employment of selectees were dropped. 
Conscription also encouraged more men to volunteer, 
which gave a man more control over where he served, 
and thus the Army Air Forces, Navy, and Marines, as 

well as the Army Service Forces, tended to get more 
volunteers. The practice of allowing voluntary enlist-
ments to continue was seen as inefficient, and military 
leaders urged its discontinuance, and such enlistments 
were ended in December 1942. In all, almost twelve 
million men entered the military through selective 

service during World War 
II, with about eight million 
of them serving in the Army. 
Authority to involuntarily 
induct men into the armed 
forces continued after 
Germany and Japan surren-
dered in 1945, with 183,383 
men conscripted in 1946.33

Members of Selective 
Service Boards were like 
those from World War I. 
Fifty-four state, district, and 
territorial boards oversaw 
the system, while the bulk 
of the 184,000 or so board 
members served on one 
of 6,442 local boards and 
seventy-two appeals boards. 
Again, most served without 
pay. Boards served a county 
or town, with an addition-
al board for every 30,000 
residents. State and territory 
adjutants general played an 
important role in making 
sure the system functioned 
in their respective state or 
territory. Maj. Gen. Lewis 

B. Hershey, who had been involved in prewar mobili-
zation planning, was confirmed as director on 31 July 
1941.34 His name became synonymous with Selective 
Service, since he would oversee the system until he was 
reassigned in 1970.

Following the end of the war, Selective Service 
operated in reduced form, pending decisions on the size 
of the postwar military establishment. President Harry 
S. Truman and military leaders such as Gen. George 
C. Marshall expected Congress to pass legislation for 
UMT, which would require almost all eighteen-year-old 
men to spend a year with the Army.35 After their year 

A World War II recruiting poster, attempting to appeal to patri-
otism, encourages men to enlist rather than be drafted. (Photo 
courtesy of the Department of Defense)
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on active service, most would be assigned to the general 
reserve, unless they opted to join the Regular Army, 
Navy, Marine Corps, National Guard, or Organized 
Reserves. Men in the general reserve would be liable 
for recall to active service in the event of war for six 
years.36 However, political opposition to UMT due to its 
cost, utility, purpose, and the issue of racial segregation 
meant that the likelihood of it passing in 1947 or 1948 
was poor.37 The potential for African American leaders 
to oppose any form of mandatory military service in 
a segregated military was part of the reason Truman 
issued Executive Order 9981 in July 1948 banning racial 
discrimination in the armed forces.38

Authority for conscription was ended by Congress 
on 31 March 1947.39 However, voluntary recruiting 
failed to bring the military to its authorized strength. 
As a stop-gap measure, Congress passed the Selective 
Service Act of 1948, which was initially to last for two 

years.40 Under the new act, peacetime selectees were 
to serve for twenty-one months on active duty, with 
an option either to serve an additional twelve months 
on active duty, or thirty-six months in a reserve status. 
Conversely, a man liable for conscription could volun-
tarily enlist in the Regular Army, Navy, Marine Corps, 
or Coast Guard for four years, or in a reserve compo-
nent for six, and not be drafted. The secretary of the 
Army spelled out his vision of the peacetime Army and 
the Selective Service’s role in an article published in the 
October 1948 edition of Military Review. He believed 
that, based on voluntary recruiting, the numbers of 
selectees would be about thirty thousand a month.41 
Truman and others continued to hope UMT would be 
adopted, and selective service ended. However, the po-
litical difficulties with UMT could not be surmounted, 
and instead, Congress continually extended selective 
service until 1973. The initial annual draft calls were 

A soldier of the 12th Armored Division stands guard over a group of Nazi prisoners circa April 1945. President Harry S. Truman issued 
Executive Order 9981 in July 1948 banning racial discrimination in the armed forces to help pave the way for the ill-fated universal military 
training. (Photo courtesy of the National Archives)
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small because voluntary enlistments were allowed, 
with selective service only to fill recruiting shortfalls. 
Around twenty thousand men were drafted in 1948 
and half that in 1949, a far cry from the million or 
more called each year during World War II. Almost all 
selectees went into the Army.

The peacetime Army after World War II broke from 
previous American tradition in that it was to be large. 
As in World War II, selectees were assigned without 
component and technically served in the Army of the 
United States. The peacetime standing army consisted 
of Regular Army formations augmented with selectees. 
The presence of selectees in the Regular Army divisions 
meant that the number of officers on active duty had to 
be expanded beyond the authorized number of officers 
holding Regular Army commissions, which was based 
on the number of enlisted men in the Regular Army. As 
a result, many officers on active duty from World War 
II until 1980 served under either a Reserve or Army the 
United States commission. The National Guard and the 

newly fleshed-out U.S. Army Reserve, which replaced 
the Organized Reserves, were envisioned as a strate-
gic reserve to be mobilized only during a major war. 
Voluntary enlistment in the Regular Army was for three 
or four years, whereas drafted soldiers served initially for 
twenty-one months, later extended to two years. In the 
two world wars, selectees were required to serve as long 
as the government required them but not longer than six 
months after the end of the war. In the post-World War 
II conscription, the two-year obligation for service for 
selectees remained unchanged even during the Korean 
and Vietnam Wars.

The draft calls for fiscal year 1949 numbered fewer 
than ten thousand because the military, while larger 
than previous peacetime establishments, had greatly 
shrunk since the end of the war, and voluntary en-
listments filled most positions. Truman’s decision to 
defend South Korea against the North Korean inva-
sion that began on 25 June 1950 led to greatly enlarged 
draft calls, with over half a million men conscripted 

Enlistees for the Florida Army National Guard, among other branches, are sworn into the military by Cmdr. John Fay, executive officer for the 
U.S. Navy Blue Angels, on the football field at Florida State University’s Doak Campbell Stadium in Tallahassee prior to kickoff 22 November 
2022. (Photo by Sgt. Spencer Rhodes, U.S. Army)
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in 1951.42 Many mobilized National Guard units were 
far below authorized strength. To bring the Army up 
to the strength needed to fight the war and deter the 
Soviets from any aggression in Europe, a million and a 
half men were drafted from 1950 through 1953.43 The 
Army wanted to use selectees to fill the understrength 
Regular Army and National Guard units and to pre-
vent the war in Korea from absorbing all of America’s 
reserve forces. Leaders feared the war was a feint be-
fore a main Communist thrust into Western Europe, 
and so six of the National Guard divisions mobilized 
served in the United States as a strategic backfill or 
in Europe. The two National Guard divisions sent to 
Korea entered combat near the end of 1951, after the 
war had settled into a stalemate.44 Throughout 1952, 
guardsmen were rotated out of those divisions and 
replaced with selectees.45

A pattern soon set in. During peacetime, voluntary 
enlistments were high enough that annual draft calls 
were low. In the early 1960s, talk of ending conscrip-
tion became more common as the population of 
military-age men continued to grow. In 1954, shortly 
after the end of fighting in the Korean War, 54 per-
cent of men inducted were selectees. By 1961, just 22 
percent were. In 1964, right before the United States 
became heavily involved in Vietnam, only 11 percent 
of soldiers on active duty came in through conscrip-
tion. Because the draft quotas were so low, Selective 
Service Boards were given a host of reasons to allow 
potential selectees to defer or avoid conscription, such 
as marriage, the pursuit of a college education, other 
service, and careers seen as economically important. 
The result was that conscription fell ever more heavily 
on poor whites and, later, blacks and other minori-
ties. Communities used the draft to rid themselves of 
idlers and minor delinquents in the belief that mili-
tary discipline might reform them, and if not, at least 
they would no longer be the community’s problem. 
For these and other reasons, some military and civil-
ian leaders began to question if conscription was nec-
essary. If intelligence standards were lowered, and pay 
for the lower enlisted ranks increased, the argument 
went, then conscription could be done away with 
entirely in peacetime. While this argument had some 
merit, it avoided the issue of the added financial cost 
of raising the pay for first-term enlistees across the 
force, the impact on combat effectiveness of lowered 

standards for enlistment, and the influence conscrip-
tion played in motivating voluntary enlistments.46

Unlike wartime conscription, voluntary enlistments 
continued throughout the post-World War II draft, 
and in most years, the bulk of men came in voluntari-
ly. Conscription spurred voluntary enlistment in the 
Regular Army, as selectees had less say in the type of du-
ties they would be assigned, whereas voluntary enlistees 
had some control. Conscription also inspired many men 
to enlist in the National Guard or reserve of any branch. 
However, the reserve components found recruiting 
former selectees into their ranks difficult, as most men 
who had completed their mandatory service had little 
desire or incentive to continue service in a reserve 
component. At the same time, when draft calls fell, as 
in the late 1950s, fewer men sought to join the Guard 
or reserves to avoid the draft.47 Women were not liable 
for conscription. They could, however, voluntarily join 
the Women’s Army Corps or the Army Nurse Corps if 
qualified. When the war in Vietnam involved the mili-
tary ever more deeply, the annual draft calls increased, 
peaking in 1966 with 382,010 inducted. As selectees 
had less say over where they served, a greater percentage 
ended up in the infantry, in Vietnam, and in combat. As 
a result, conscripts were overrepresented among casu-
alties. In 1965, 28 percent of combat deaths in Vietnam 
were among conscripts; the percentage rose to 34 
percent in 1966 and 57 percent in 1967.48 The two-year 
commitment of conscripted soldiers created inefficien-
cies for the Army during war. After completing his basic 
and follow-on training, a drafted soldier was usually 
sent to Vietnam for one calendar year. Upon his return 
from Vietnam, he usually had around eight months of 
further mandatory service, an insufficient period for 
him to be of much use to his gaining unit.

The movement to end conscription had a long 
gestation. The Army had been planning for its end 
for more than a decade, although the war in Vietnam 
delayed implementing a return to total dependence on 
voluntary enlistments. President Richard M. Nixon 
saw the unfairness of the system that largely allowed 
middle-class men to avoid service, and so in 1969, 
replaced many of the deferments of the Johnson years 
with a return to a lottery, where in theory the burden 
of military service would fall equally on all able-bodied 
men. Some deferments remained, for hardship, certain 
occupations, conscientious objectors, clergy, and high 
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school and college students. A student deferment was 
only temporary, and Nixon argued for ending student 
deferments. One result was a large increase of oppo-
sition to the war, and not coincidentally conscription, 
on college campuses, as men in college now had a 
greater chance of receiving the call. Antidraft demon-
strations became common while growing opposition 
to the war ended the national consensus on conscrip-
tion. An estimated 210,000 American men resisted 
the draft during the Vietnam War—a number not out 
of line with earlier wars—with some thirty thousand 
emigrating, usually to Canada or Sweden, to avoid 
conscription.49 With the winding down of American 
involvement in the Vietnam War, the impetus to end 
the draft was plausible, at least during peacetime. The 
Gates Committee created by Nixon to study the issue 
reported that with increased pay and other reforms, 
voluntary recruits could be enticed in numbers suffi-
cient for the peacetime Army.50

In 1971, Nixon signed legislation establishing 
the AVF. That September, Congress extended the 
government’s authority to conscript into 1973, but 
the end was in sight. The AVF concept was original-
ly envisioned as a peacetime manning process only, 
with selective service retained in structure to provide 
men during war. The draft call in 1973 was the lowest 
ever, 646 selectees, and authority for conscription 
ended that June when Congress did not extend it. 
The Selective Service System remained in existence, 
though in truncated form.51 With the ending of the 
draft, all military service became voluntary, and all 
service was in a particular component—Regular 
Army, Army National Guard, or Army Reserve. 
The era of conscription had ended, at least for the 
peacetime Army. In 1980, Congress passed legislation 
requiring all men between the ages of eighteen and 
twenty-six to register with Selective Service. Whether 
conscription will return remains an open question.   
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