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ABSTRACT 

U.S. Navy SEALs have become ubiquitous in the years since SEAL Team Six killed 

Osama Bin Laden during Operation Neptune Spear in 2011. SEAL narratives and stories can be 

found in bookstores, movie theaters, newspapers, talk shows, board rooms, and campaign trails. 

But who are Navy SEALs? Though existing scholarly literature explores the factual elements of 

SEALs, the archetypal identity of Navy SEALs remains a mystery. By some popular accounts, 

SEALs are American superheroes or living legends who bridge the gap between myth and 

reality. This thesis finds and explores the intricacies of the SEAL identity by reading SEAL 

narratives and stories, particularly American Sniper (the film), American Sniper (the book), 

Fearless, The Operator, and Lone Survivor.1 This thesis argues that a Hegelian dialectic between 

the ordinary and the extraordinary characterizes the Navy SEAL identity which emerges from 

the intersection of the narratives and stories produced by SEALs, specifically those who waged 

the War on Terror between 2001 and 2011. Throughout its investigation, this thesis retains the 

familiar concept of the American superhero to help explicate the complexities of the SEAL 

identity. Employing a hybrid narrative-analytical style, this thesis moves through various stages 

                                                
 

1 American Sniper, directed by Clint Eastwood, Warner Brothers, 2014, Amazon.com, accessed  
4/9/19, https://www.amazon.com/American-Sniper-Bradley-Cooper/dp/B00RFHVCFI; Chris Kyle, American 
Sniper: The Autobiography of the Most Lethal Sniper in U.S. Military History (New York, NY: W. Morrow, 2012); 
Eric Blehm, Fearless: The Undaunted Courage and Ultimate Sacrifice of Navy SEAL Team SIX Operator Adam 
Brown (Colorado Springs, CO: WaterBrook Press, 2012); Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed 
Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017); Marcus Luttrell, Lone 
Survivor: The Eyewitness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of SEAL Team 10 (New York, NY: 
Hachette Book Group, 2007). 
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of the SEAL journey from basic training at BUD/S, to distant battlefields, and eventually back to 

civilian life. During BUD/S, SEAL recruits learn the critical lessons which will anchor their 

careers. At war, SEALs rely on the wolf, sheep, sheepdog paradigm to guide them through the 

morally complex decisions and actions of combat. Returning home, SEALs must learn to cope 

with the operator’s burden where they come face to face with the consequences of their 

dangerous profession. Eventually, individual SEAL stories all reach some form of narrative 

conclusion, be it death, injury, or retirement. However, this thesis moves beyond the individual 

to explore the archetypal Navy SEAL identity and to situate the U.S. Navy SEAL in American 

culture. In doing so, this thesis discovers that the archetypal SEAL identity carries lasting 

implications which potentially reframe contemporary perceptions of superheroes and demand a 

heightened appreciation for the role U.S. Navy SEALs play in American society.  
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INTRODUCTION: INTO THE TEAMS 

 “They said the age of heroes would never come again.” “It has to.” – Diana Prince aka 

Wonder Woman with Bruce Wayne aka Batman, Justice League (2017)2 

With a hearty laugh and a full smile, President Obama warmly received Seth Myers’ 

latest punchline at the 2011 White House Correspondent’s Dinner. The joke’s topic? Osama Bin 

Laden. Noting the United States’ seemingly evident failure to locate Osama Bin Laden, Myers’ 

had just quipped that the notorious terrorist actually held a regular show on CSPAN which went 

unnoticed due to the network’s infamously low ratings. Despite the witticism’s sensitive subject 

matter, President Obama legitimately found the comedian’s remark funny, but not for the reasons 

one might expect. Obama was aware of something that neither Myers nor anyone else at the 

dinner realized; Obama knew that Osama Bin Laden had been found. In fact, the operation to 

capture or kill Bin Laden was initially scheduled for the evening of the Correspondent’s Dinner, 

but had been postponed because Obama wanted to be in the Situation Room as it occurred and 

could not find a way to inconspicuously skip the highly publicized event on such short notice. 

About twenty-seven hours later, President Obama announced to America that an elite military 

commando unit had killed Osama Bin Laden during Operation Neptune Spear. In the days that 

followed, the world learned that this commando unit was a group of Navy SEALs colloquially 

known as SEAL Team Six. This knowledge precipitated an explosion of interest in the Navy 

SEALs and a corresponding surge in SEAL material. The backstory for this anecdote is found in 

the memoir of Robert O’Neill, the SEAL Team Six member who shot Bin Laden, as he recalls 

                                                
 

2 Justice League, directed by Zach Snyder (Warner Bros, 2017). 
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his thoughts in the work up to Operation Neptune Spear.3 As his account reveals and the world 

soon discovered, Navy SEALs operated in secret long before they shot to the center of public 

attention. Using SEAL narratives and stories like this one, this thesis aims to bridge the 

disconnect between myth and reality, the SEAL and the civilian to uncover who these warriors 

are and why they are so important to many Americans.  

Literature Review 

Though historically known as quiet professionals, there is no shortage of SEAL material 

in America presently. SEALs have been heavily featured in at least six major motion pictures 

since 2001. These films include Lone Survivor (2013), Captain Phillips (2013), Zero Dark Thirty 

(2012), American Sniper (2014), 13 Hours (2016), and Act of Valor (2012). Together, these films 

grossed over $1 billion. This list does not include films made about SEALs before 2001 like 

Navy SEALs (1990) or U.S. SEALs (1999). It also doesn’t include B-list SEAL films like SEAL 

Team Eight: Behind Enemy Lines (2014) or SEAL Team VI (2008). Furthermore, there have been 

an even greater number of films featuring a Navy SEAL as a character or SEAL Teams as a side 

element in the plot. 

Moving beyond Hollywood, SEAL literature is prevalent throughout American popular 

culture. Many of the aforementioned films were adapted from SEAL memoirs such as Chris 

Kyle’s American Sniper (2012) and Marcus Luttrell’s Lone Survivor (2007). Some SEALs like 

Jocko Willink or Brandon Webb have taken this a step further and written numerous books 

cashing in on the SEAL brand. Overall, there are hundreds of SEAL authored books emblazoned 

with the famous SEAL Trident on subjects from business management to firearms training. 

                                                
 

3 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal 
Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 295-296. 
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Additionally, every major national news outlet from The New York Times to The Washington 

Post has run headlines about Navy SEALs. On air, SEALs have appeared for interviews on 

shows including Fox News’ The O’Reilly Factor and ABC’s Good Morning America. There are 

even two currently airing TV shows about SEALs: CBS’s “SEAL Team” and the History 

Channel’s “SIX.” Beyond the mainstream elements of American popular culture, there are also 

SEAL workout plans, SEAL diets, and even SEAL romance novels for those interested enough 

to look for them. 

Given the prevalence of Navy SEALs in American popular culture, it seems reasonable to 

assume that there would be a commensurate amount of scholarly literature on them. And to a 

certain extent, that intuition holds true. Books such as John C. Fredriksen’s Fighting Elites: A 

History of U.S. Special Forces trace the development of the Navy SEALs and their military 

counterparts in great detail. Fredriksen’s book comes with timelines, mission reports, and 

operator profiles that flesh out the fundamentals of what SEALs do. Similarly, Navy SEALs: 

Their Untold Story co-authored by Dick Couch and William Doyle examines the development 

and traditions of the Navy SEALs. Other scholars have elected to focus on particular aspects of 

the Navy SEALs. For example, Kevin Dockery’s Weapons of the Navy SEALs unsurprisingly 

focuses on the tools and weaponry SEALs employ to complete their missions. Many authors 

choose to focus on a specific mission that SEALs conducted like Patrick Robinson does in his 

book Honor and Betrayal: The Untold Story of the Navy SEALs Who Captured the "Butcher of 

Fallujah"--And the Shameful Ordeal They Later Endured.  

Interestingly, amongst all this literature, there is a consistent emphasis on being as close 

to the source as possible beyond the standard fact checking that would be expected for any such 

works. With so many SEAL stories and works coming directly from SEALs themselves, non-
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SEAL scholars, such as John C. Fredriksen, feel the need to reinforce the credibility of their own 

work into the typically secretive SEAL community by stressing the intimate proximity they have 

to their subject matter. This commitment to veracity is even seen from SEALs themselves, 

especially when the topic in questions extends beyond the personal experience of a SEAL author. 

For example, former SEAL Dick Couch and non-SEAL William Doyle rely on over 100 

interviews with current and former operators and the cooperation of the Naval Special Warfare 

community to help ground their book with an unmistakable dedication to authenticity. The 

authenticity-obsession of SEAL literature is likely driven by the SEAL value of attention to 

detail and the SEAL emphasis on honoring their heritage. As an entry to the SEAL scholarly 

community, this thesis also strives to attain the highest level of authenticity even if that means 

qualifying arguments and analysis when necessary.  

The biggest shortcoming of this scholarship is that it primarily reports facts and histories 

which, though valuable, lack a deeper level of analysis. Undoubtedly, this data driven 

scholarship plays an important role especially when it comes to peering into and opening up the 

black box of U.S. Special Operations. However, there is little in the way of an ongoing debate or 

discussion in the dominant literature. With everyone reporting facts, what is there to argue 

about?  

Currently, the biggest debate involving the SEAL community involves the conflict 

between the SEAL’s traditional identity as quiet professionals and the media frenzy surrounding 

the SEAL brand that certain SEALs have profited from by publicizing their own experiences. A 

key article in The New York Times titled “Rift Among Navy SEALs Over Members Who Cash In 

on Brand,” co-written by Nicholas Kulish, Christopher Drew and Sean D. Naylor, delves into 
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this issue and is frequently cited in other sources that address the topic.4 A May 17, 2018 New 

Yorker article by Phil Klay references the earlier New York Times piece in its own discussion of 

Eric Greitens, the former SEAL turned Missouri governor who campaigned on his Navy 

credentials and is now embattled with sexual assault and campaign finance fraud allegations.5 

For the SEALs who warned of too much publicity years earlier, Greitens represents the possible 

tarnish on the SEAL name. In an article titled “For SEALs, The Biggest Threat May Be 

Hollywood,” Daniel Klaidman goes so far as to claim that over-publicity is the most dangerous 

challenge SEALs currently face.6 Given the threats on the modern battlefield and the rampant 

drug-abuse in the ranks, this is an unmistakably bold claim. The Navy itself is taking a hard look 

at the issue. In a thesis for Naval Postgraduate School, titled “SEALs Gone Wild: Publicity, 

Fame, and the Loss of the Quiet Professional,” Lieutenant Forrest S. Crowell, a SEAL himself, 

denounces what he views as rampant profiteering among certain SEALs whose political 

partisanship debases the credibility of special operations.7 The biggest concern for some SEALs 

is that they will lose respect over time by continually airing their dirty laundry. Nonetheless, the 

prevalent SEAL belief that this quarrel should be privately resolved as a “family matter” serves 

to indicate how the reserved portions of the SEAL community view their own SEAL identity. 

                                                
 

4 Nicholas Kulish, Christopher Drew, and Sean D. Naylor, “Rift Among Navy SEALs Over  
Members Who Cash In on Brand,” The New York Times, April 2, 2016, accessed October 8, 2018, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/04/03/us/navy-seals-split-over-members-benefiting-from-hard-earned-brand.html. 
 

5 Phil Klay, “The Lesson of Eric Greitens, and the Navy SEALs Who Tried to Warn Us,” The  
New Yorker, May 17, 2018, accessed October 8, 2018, https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/the-lesson-of-
eric-greitens-and-the-navy-seals-who-tried-to-warn-us. 
 

6 Daniel Klaidman, “For SEALs, The Biggest Threat May Be Hollywood,” Newsweek.com, November 5, 
2012, accessed October 8, 2018, https://www.newsweek.com/navy-seals-biggest-threat-may-be-hollywood-63789. 

 
7 Lt. Forrest S. Crowell, “Navy SEALs Gone Wild: Publicity, Fame, and 

the Loss of the Quiet Professional,” Monterey, CA: Naval Postgraduate School, 2012. Downloaded from NPS 
Archive: Calhoun, accessed October 8, 2018, 
https://calhoun.nps.edu/bitstream/handle/10945/47927/15Dec_Crowell_Forrest.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y. 
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Fundamentally, the debate highlights that even among those in the SEAL community, there are 

vastly different understandings of what being a part of the club entails. The SEAL identity is a 

very nebulous concept, but one that carries weight for SEALs themselves and for the American 

civilians who admire them.  

Looking more closely at the topic of the SEAL identity, what is there to find? As 

mentioned earlier, literature on the subject is sparse since scholars tend to focus on the histories 

and facts. Some popular sources, such as Tina Brown’s “China Has Our Jobs, But Not Our Navy 

Seals!” identify SEALs as beacons of national pride akin to our flag or the song “America the 

Beautiful.”8 Other popular sources identify SEALs as the epitome of swaggering, “gung-ho 

soldiers who drink snake venom and punctuate kills with a kiss to the victim’s cheek.”9 For 

Marine veteran Phil Klay, Navy SEALs are the awe-inspiring heroes of a war that leaves many 

soldiers traumatized and broken.10 Each of these assessments represents a different take on Navy 

SEALs, but a comprehensive picture is still lacking. As Emily Sohn writes in “The Making of a 

SEAL,” even the Navy wants to know what makes SEALs special so that it can recruit more of 

them to help meet the rising demand for special operations units.11 Since 1994, the Navy has 

been commissioning reports on the topic of SEAL identity, including “Personality Profiles of 

                                                
 

8 Tina Brown, “China Has Our Jobs. But Not Our Navy Seals!” Newsweek.com, January 30,  
2012, accessed October 8, 2018, https://www.newsweek.com/china-has-our-jobs-not-our-navy-seals-64337. 
 

9 Tony Dokoupil, “Navy SEALs: America's Top Soldiers Take Down Bin Laden,”  
Newsweek.com, May 5, 2011, accessed October 8, 2018, https://www.newsweek.com/navy-seals-americas-top-
soldiers-take-down-bin-laden-67711.  
 

10 Matt Huston, “Q & A with Phil Klay: An Ex-Marine Sketches the Faces of a Decade-Defining  
War,” Psychology Today.com, March 11, 2014, accessed October 8, 2018, 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/articles/201403/q-phil-klay. 
 

11 Emily Sohn, “The Making of a SEAL,” History.com, n.d., accessed October 8, 2018,   
https://www.history.com/shows/six/articles/the-making-of-a-seal. 
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U.S. Navy Sea-Air-Land (SEAL) Personnel.”12 This report, and others like it, identify certain 

personality traits and demographic profiles that indicate which individuals may be successful 

SEALs, but they are far from definitive. Even the primary subjects, SEALs themselves, hold 

incongruous beliefs about who they truly are and what their distinction as SEALs really means. 

Overall, the SEAL identity is largely an enigma that has not been pierced by much focused 

scholarship. 

Simply put, there is relatively little scholarship analyzing how all the facts and stories fit 

together into the broader collective of what it means to be a SEAL. The rote data alone would 

lead one to believe that being a SEAL is just another job, which technically it is. Often it is easy 

to lose sight of the fact that SEALs are real people whose occupation requires them to kill and 

fight regularly. Accordingly, their day to day lives may appear banal or even inhumane at times. 

However, the weight of the qualitative evidence indicates that being a SEAL involves more than 

a simple job description. The question of SEAL identity is clearly important enough to SEALs 

that it has caused deep divisions in their community and it is also relevant for the millions of 

SEAL admirers in America today. The sole piece of scholarship directly analyzing the topic of 

SEAL identity that I uncovered was a dissertation titled “Values of Heroism in Ritualistic 

Communication: A Content Analysis of Phony Navy Seal of the Week YouTube Videos” by 

George Willis.13 In short, Willis’ dissertation is an assessment of ritualistic communication and 

                                                
 

12 D.E. Braun, W.K. Prusaczyk, H.W. Goforth, Jr., and N.C. Pritt, “Personality Profiles of U.S.  
Navy Sea-Air-Land (SEAL) Personnel,” San Diego, CA: Naval Health Research Center, 1994, accessed October 8, 
2018, http://www.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a281692.pdf.  
 

13 George Paul Willis, “Values of Heroism in Ritualistic Communication: A Content Analysis of  
Phony Navy Seal of the Week YouTube Videos,” University of South Alabama, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 
2016, accessed October 8, 2018, 
http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/1859677006?accountid=11091. 
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participatory culture. The videos he analyzes involve an actual SEAL publicly ousting phony, 

stolen valor SEAL-pretenders on his YouTube channel for a largely civilian audience. In this 

interaction, Willis finds individuals seeking to falsely assert the SEAL identity because of the 

prestige it carries. He also sees SEALs as the gatekeepers of their own identity warding off 

pretenders. Finally, Willis identifies the viewers as participating in this repeated, ritualistic 

exercise of defending the SEAL identity. However, though Willis addresses the consequences of 

falsely assuming the SEAL identity, he does not explain precisely what constitutes the SEAL 

identity. Thus, further examination into the nature and makeup of the SEAL identity is 

warranted. 

Research Question and Contribution 

U.S. Navy SEALs have become ubiquitous in the years since Operation Neptune Spear. 

Between the bookstores, movie theaters, newspapers, talk shows, board rooms, and campaign 

trails, SEALs can be found just about everywhere once you start looking for them. For men who 

pride themselves on being quiet professionals, SEALs problematically seem to have a lot in 

common with celebrities.14 But how and why did the relatively unknown Navy special operations 

community of the past come to be revered as the super soldiers and living legends of today? Of 

the multitude of sources about SEALs, plenty reveal how they operate and what they’ve 

accomplished. Other sources convey deeply personal narratives of individual SEALs who wore 

the Trident and worked in the Teams.15 But while fascinating, exploring those sources in 

                                                
 

14 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal 
Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 322. 

 
15 The SEAL Trident is awarded to SEAL recruits upon completion of the extensive requisite training to 

become a SEAL. The SEAL Trident is rife with symbolism and is only worn, as a badge or pin, by fully certified 
U.S. Navy SEALs. Upon receiving their Tridents, new SEALs are assigned to SEAL Teams, colloquially referred to 
as the Teams. The Teams form the basic organizational structure for the Naval Special Warfare community. 
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isolation does not explain how the Navy SEAL brand came to have such force in American 

culture. Understanding Navy SEALs as an American cultural phenomenon first requires 

uncovering the identity of the archetypal U.S. Navy SEAL at work across these many, varied 

sources. Noting the gap in the existing literature, this thesis aims to connect the currently 

disparate aspects of the scholarly and popular literature on Navy SEALs by uncovering the core 

SEAL identity. In pursuit of that end, the research question of this thesis is as follows: 

Since 9/11 and especially after Operation Neptune Spear, there have been multiple major 

motion pictures, hundreds of books, and thousands of articles created about or by U.S. Navy 

SEALs. Within this context, what is the archetypal Navy SEAL identity that emerges from the 

intersection of these narratives and stories? 

It is important to note that this research question presumes that an archetypal navy SEAL 

identity exists. A large portion of the aforementioned literature holds SEALs upon a pedestal 

such that the very notion of a SEAL connotes almost mythic or legendary qualities. Meanwhile, 

other sources stress the facts and humanity of Navy SEALs. It is not evident that these disparate 

views on Navy SEALs can be unified into a single archetypal identity. Accordingly, the research 

question for this thesis could have been, “Does an archetypal Navy SEAL identity exist?” 

However, since this thesis proceeds to argue for a particular understanding of the SEAL identity, 

this question quickly proves redundant. Nevertheless, during the early stages of this thesis, the 

existence of a single SEAL identity could not be taken as a given. Therefore, the methodology of 

this thesis was carefully structured and followed in order to prevent a false positive by creating 

an artificial SEAL identity where none actually exists.  

Research Methodology and Challenges 
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Before attempting to answer the complicated question of SEAL identity, the initial steps 

for researching this thesis involved exploring what SEALs are at the most basic level. As seen in 

Appendix A, the current 2,700 active duty SEALs are split into eight official SEAL Teams and 

the ever-secretive NSW Development Group (DEVGRU), better known as SEAL Team Six.  

The SEAL moniker is an acronym representing SEa, Air, and Land signifying their capability to 

effectively operate anywhere. Tracing their heritage to the Scouts and Raiders, Naval Combat 

Demolition Units, Office of Strategic Services Operational Swimmers, Underwater Demolition 

Teams, and Motor Torpedo Boat Squadrons of World War II, the Navy SEALs were officially 

founded in 1962. Beginning with Vietnam, SEALs have seen action in every major U.S. conflict 

since their inception.  Though this information provided necessary context, it was not enough to 

answer the research question of this thesis.  

The first major obstacle of this thesis was the struggle to determine which sources would 

be best to consult in hopes of finding the SEAL identity. The most obvious answer was to look 

within the SEAL community to determine how they define themselves. However, given their 

secrecy and scarcity, it was not possible to consult active duty or retired SEALs directly for their 

answers to this question. Despite the aforementioned differences within the SEAL community, 

the SEAL Creed, developed by the SEAL community, does provide a thorough breakdown of 

what it means to be a SEAL. Reprinted in full in Appendix B, the SEAL Creed begins, “In times 

of war or uncertainty there is a special breed of warrior ready to answer our Nation’s call. A 

common man with uncommon desire to succeed. Forged by adversity, he stands alongside 

America’s finest special operations forces to serve his country, the American people, and protect 
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their way of life. I am that man.”16 Indeed, the SEAL Creed is a condensed statement of identity, 

and for many SEALs it is the only such statement they require. For example, Marcus Luttrell 

cites it extensively in his book Lone Survivor.   However, much of the Creed is only 

comprehensible to SEALs themselves because of the unique experiences they share. Though the 

Creed becomes more coherent after extensively studying SEALs, it was a poor foundation for a 

thesis meant to be intelligible among a non-SEAL audience.  

Abandoning my original intuition to employ internal SEAL sources, I then considered 

using popular responses, such as movie reviews, blog posts, and articles, to gauge how civilians 

articulate the SEAL identity. While this would provide direct insight into civilian perceptions of 

SEALs, it was several stages removed from SEALs themselves. This analytical distance ran 

contrary to the emphasis throughout SEAL literature to remain close to the source and thus it 

would have jeopardized the rigorous authenticity and scholarship this thesis aims to achieve. 

Accordingly, a third option needed to be considered.  

In choosing a third option to anchor my research, I landed upon SEAL narratives and 

stories. These narratives and stories emerge directly from SEALs but are intended for a public 

audience. SEAL narratives and stories are accessible to a civilian audience while remaining 

authentic to the SEAL experience. Additionally, SEAL narratives and stories emphasize the 

personal experiences of SEALs which contributes to a dynamic understanding of the SEAL 

identity. Furthermore, SEAL narratives and stories are the primary way in which non-SEALs 

connect with SEALs. For all these reasons, SEAL narratives and stories were chosen to be the 

main source of data for evaluating the research question of this thesis.  

                                                
 

16 Mark Divine, “SEAL Code: A Warrior Creed,” NavySeals.com, 2018, accessed 1/17/19, 
https://navyseals.com/nsw/seal-code-warrior-creed/. 
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Having decided to focus on SEAL narratives and stories, I was immediately confronted 

with two challenges as my substantive research began. First, I knew that I needed to consult a 

wide range of sources, each with their own mediums, perspectives, and themes, so that I could 

capture the full range of the SEAL experience. This was necessary to ensure that I didn’t 

accidently miss a different outlook on the SEAL experience. Second, I needed some way to 

ensure that I remained objective throughout the research progress. My own personal affinity for 

Navy SEALs, the innate subjectivity of a topic like identity, and my potential subconscious 

desire to forcibly forge a non-existent shared SEAL identity all represented barriers to the 

objectivity my research required.  

Based on these challenges, I selected a representative sample of texts and employed a 

mapping approach to evaluate each of them. Given my focus on identity, the chosen texts were 

all personal narratives but differed notably in form and function. The selected texts included 

films, books, and documentaries. Some were widely popular, and others were less known; some 

were triumphant while others were filled with extreme loss. They focused on individuals and 

groups, and they ranged from autobiographies, to intimately personal biographies, to multi-

million-dollar studio biopics. In some cases where possible, I included two versions of the same 

narrative. Across all eleven of my primary sources, the goal was to map themes, characteristics, 

and attributes from individual SEAL narratives onto the then-undefined archetypal SEAL 

identity.  

My initial aim was to map the personal narratives themselves in isolation from one 

another to create individual SEAL nodes. After doing this mapping over several narratives, I 

planned to re-analyze the sources to find the archetypal SEAL identity at the intersection of these 
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personal nodes. To counter some of the aforementioned potential biases, I formulated the 

following set of questions to guide my readings of the texts:  

• What is representative of the SEAL archetype in this text? 

• What is representative of the individual SEAL who is the focus of this text? 

• What is uniquely “SEAL” in this text? What stands out as distinct or noteworthy? 

The first two questions were meant to help me describe the SEAL qualities that I was 

mapping. Importantly, they also helped me delineate between what was likely to be exclusive to 

the individual node and what would be exported to help craft the SEAL archetypal identity. The 

third question allowed me to prioritize important details that stood out in each text. Of course, 

there was an inherent difficulty in defining what was important and I didn’t want to prescribe 

value judgements in advance. To reduce the intrinsic subjectivity of the process, I took special 

care overanalyzing my first few sources. This sometimes meant recording details that seemed 

tangential in case they became more significant later. Although I did not know at the time why 

certain details seemed particularly captivating, I correctly presumed that patterns would emerge 

once I mapped my nodes together. As my research continued, I narrowed my focus to the most 

prevalent themes and ideas. Through this iterative process, my research informed my 

determinations of importance as I proceeded.  

Overall, I stuck very closely to my initial research plan and strategy. I began with 

individual sources to provide a healthy array of qualities and attributes to be mapped. Though all 

these initial sources were distinct, some were different versions of the same SEAL’s narrative. 

This helpfully allowed me to observe multiple facets of an individual SEAL’s persona while also 

insuring against any blatant misreadings of their identity that might arise by only encountering 

their story once. After finishing with these sources, I turned to my more generic texts. These 
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sources helped me draw connections between my nodes. I didn’t want to begin my research at 

this broad level since it might have biased my conclusions if I inadvertently tried to force 

connections that didn’t exist. Rather, I employed these later sources to help forge connections 

once the individual nodes of my earlier sources had already been localized. To be specific, I read 

through each of my sources in the following order: American Sniper, American Sniper: The 

Autobiography of the Most Lethal Sniper in U.S. Military History, Fearless: The Undaunted 

Courage and Ultimate Sacrifice of Navy SEAL Team SIX Operator Adam Brown, Lone Survivor, 

Lone Survivor: The Eyewitness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of SEAL 

Team 10, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a SEAL 

Team Warrior, Zero Dark Thirty, Navy SEALS - BUDS Class 234, Act of Valor, Captain 

Phillips, 13 Hours.  

I made a few alterations to my initial research plan that bear mentioning. As my research 

progressed, I became aware that my three initial guiding questions were potentially insufficient 

because they were imprecise and circular. In practice, I was already looking beyond my three 

main questions and considering objective features for my nodes such as names, physical 

descriptions, emotional characteristics, clothing, family, religion, faults, friends, etc. However, 

the way I had earlier articulated my approach did not align with this reality. Accordingly, I took 

the opportunity to further articulate my methods midway through my research to better reflect 

the techniques I was already employing in practice. 

I chose not to construct a newer, more specific set of questions related to those objective 

metrics because they would not apply equally to all my scenes/chapters. Rather, I developed 

three principles to accompany the main questions I was employing as I worked through my 

sources. First, I broke my collection of research into the smallest possible segments but still 
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covered the same amount of overall material. By only tackling a few pages in a book or a single 

scene in a film at a time, I kept my observations narrow and specific while avoiding premature 

generalizations. Second, I didn’t compare between segments and sources as I went along. I didn’t 

want to look for one specific theme just because it showed up elsewhere. This meant that I often 

wrote down the same theme multiple times. Inadvertently, when it came time to analyze, this 

repetition allowed me to observe patterns easier than if I had set out to find them from the start. 

Third and finally, I worked through each segment as though I had never encountered it before 

even though I had read some of my sources previously. This meant that I worked through the 

narratives linearly; I didn’t jump around “theme hunting.” Along those same lines, I also viewed 

each segment in the context of what came before it, but not what came after it. Crucially, this 

allowed me to note the development of themes rather than just the existence of them. Together, 

these three principles grounded my research in evidence which helped insulate my eventual 

findings from accidental oversights or bias. 

Before concluding my research, I paused twice to analyze and take stock of my findings 

up to that point. On the first such occasion, I compiled an exhaustive list of every quality I had 

identified and speculated as to which might be the most important. For the second period of 

analysis, I expanded on the list of qualities. I took special note of qualities that remained 

particularly relevant. I also highlighted qualities whose meaning evolved and qualities that 

contrasted or contradicted each other. I paid particular attention to the darker sides of the SEAL 

narrative as well as areas that were more complex or had dialectics/binaries involved. Having 

established the baseline for the SEAL in my previous block of research, I was able to layer more 

detail to the SEAL identity/identities while also uncovering some of the latent complications that 

are part of their narrative during the later portions of my research. 
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By the time I completed my planned research, I had successfully explored a majority of 

the dimensions of Navy SEALs that pertained to my specified research question. However, no 

research is without limitations. On rare occasions, details between book and film versions of a 

SEAL’s life did not line up. American Sniper the film and American Sniper the book had a few 

discrepancies, but neither differed meaningfully. When notable discrepancies emerged, I 

generally deferred to the original source book written by the SEAL. But more often, the multiple 

narrative versions added to the depth of a particular SEAL’s story without compromising its 

veracity. Multiple narrative perspectives on a single event often added to my understanding of 

SEALs rather than detracting from it. In even rarer instances, the credibility of SEAL’s stories 

writ large were called into question. Some articles, such as Courtney Duckworth’s “How 

Accurate Is American Sniper?” criticized SEAL authors as dishonest and prone to exaggerating 

the truth to brag about their own accomplishments.17 First, such claims contradicted most 

everything I learned about SEAL humility. Second, accepting that large swaths of my primary 

sources are fallacious would leave my thesis with gaping holes and no way to fill them. 

Nevertheless, in an effort to preserve the authenticity of my thesis, I investigated the most severe 

allegations and committed to excise any provably false content. I found none. Full disclosure, if a 

matter fell into a grey zone, I gave the SEALs the benefit of the doubt. 

Recognizing the diversity among Navy SEALs proved to be the largest challenge that I 

encountered for I faced the new dilemma that these men each had their own distinct upbringings, 

struggles, and families. Even their experiences within the SEAL community were quite varied 

with different deployments and different sacrifices shaping each of their narratives uniquely. 

                                                
 

17 Courtney Duckworth, “How Accurate Is American Sniper?” Slate.com, January 23, 2015, accessed 
4/8/19, https://slate.com/culture/2015/01/american-sniper-fact-vs-fiction-how-accurate-is-the-chris-kyle-movie.html. 
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Given that my own knowledge of these men is dependent on what they have themselves 

recorded, I am keenly aware that I cannot describe these SEALs’ individual identities better than 

they already have described themselves in their respective works. As such, this thesis on SEAL 

identities is not meant to supplant or be a substitute for their stories. Those looking to discover 

more about Robert O’Neill, Chris Kyle, Marcus Luttrell, Adam Brown, or any SEAL mentioned 

herein should consult their memoirs first and foremost. This thesis simply aims to examine 

SEAL texts to find the connections between them and the overarching SEAL identity that 

emerges from them. Another way to state my objective is that this thesis identifies the SEAL 

archetype present throughout the body of books and films about Navy SEALs. Indeed, ‘SEAL 

identity’ and ‘SEAL archetype’ will be used interchangeably throughout this thesis.  

The conclusions of my research heavily rely on my chosen methodology for their 

validity. As my literature review reveals, there is no pre-emptory source that defines the SEAL 

identity that all successive SEAL content must relate to a priori. Rather, the notion of the 

archetypical SEAL in American culture emerges from the overlapping of the literature itself. 

Accordingly, my research methodology simulated this same process. Further, my reliance on 

individual narratives when mapping my nodes helps immunize my research against concerns that 

I depart too far from the true SEAL community in a supercilious and vain academic exercise. 

Overall, I believe that my mapping approach allowed me to find a satisfactory answer to my 

stated research question by effectively identifying, describing, delineating, and charting the 

elements of the heterogenous SEAL identity.  

Thesis Statement 

Given their superhuman accomplishments, double identities, and commitment to the 

protection of American lives, Navy SEALs seem to have much in common with the American 
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superhero. In his essay, “The Definition of the Superhero,” renowned contemporary superhero 

scholar Peter Coogan defines superheroes as follows: 

“A heroic character with a selfless, pro-social mission; with superpowers…;who has a 
superhero identity embodied in a codename and iconic costume, which typically express 
his biography, character, powers, or origin (transformation from ordinary person to 
superhero); and who is generically distinct, i.e. can be distinguished from characters of 
related genres (fantasy, science fiction, detective, etc.) by a preponderance of generic 
conventions. Often superheroes have dual identities, the ordinary one which is usually a 
closely guarded secret.”18 
 

 Importantly, Coogan notes that not all superheroes fit this cookie cutter mold and spends 

much of his essay explaining the ‘generic distinction’ that separates superheroes from other types 

of fictional characters. Coogan believes that the definition of superhero, though important, 

primarily serves to clear the way for the more significant study of how the “superhero genre 

embodies cultural mythology and narratively animates and resolves cultural conflicts and 

tensions.”19 In terms of cultural mythology, it would seem that the superhero genre pointedly 

speaks to our present cultural moment given the astounding box office success of the superhero 

genre in recent years.20 However, comic book scholar Sean Carney offers a more cynical 

assessment in his essay, “The Function of the Superhero in the Present Time.” Carney notes that 

superheroes “function as conservative myths which solve, in an imaginary manner, humanity’s 

real social problems. Such imaginary solutions are false and therefore resolve nothing for the 

                                                
 

18 Peter Coogan, “The Definition of the Superhero,” in A Comics Studies Reader, edited by Heer Jeet and 
Worcester Kent, University Press of Mississippi, 2009, 77, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt2tvd9s.13. 

 
19 Peter Coogan, “The Definition of the Superhero,” in A Comics Studies Reader, edited by Heer Jeet and 

Worcester Kent, University Press of Mississippi, 2009, 92, http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt2tvd9s.13. 
 

20 “Genres: Superhero, 1978-Present,” BoxOfficeMojo.com, an IMDB Company, 2018, accessed 1/23/19, 
https://www.boxofficemojo.com/genres/chart/?id=superhero.htm.  
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human race, merely exacerbating situations.”21 By his assessment, the implicit implausibility of 

superhero narratives has led to an emphasis on realism in the superhero genre. Nevertheless, 

Carney posits that the superhero genre will always fall short of fully satisfying societal worries 

because it is fundamentally detached from reality. 

The gap between the limits of the superhero genre and the American public’s unresolved 

insecurities can be considered the demand for real heroes. SEAL narratives fit squarely in that 

opening. The modern story of the Navy SEAL begins with tragedy; 9/11 to be specific. For 

Americans, seemingly everything changed the day the Twin Towers fell. When the terrorists 

blew a gap in the New York City skyline, they seared another, perhaps more significant, hole 

into the American psyche. Public notions of safety, comfort, and optimism all disappeared into 

the void created by the World Trade Center, to be replaced by a nagging uncertainty. Within this 

context, SEAL narratives began to permeate American popular culture. Ten years later, 

following Operation Neptune Spear, the previously described boom in publicly available SEAL 

texts began. Like the superhero genre, Navy SEAL texts operate on the American psyche by 

placating cultural insecurities through their aspirational responses to conflict. Observing the 

striking similarities between SEALs and superheroes, it could be argued that the archetypal Navy 

SEAL identity portrayed in SEAL narratives and stories is a superhero. 

However, such an argument would require embracing a one-dimensional view of both 

SEALs and superheroes in order to conflate the two. At the most basic level, superheroes are 

fictional and SEALs are real. While notable, this distinction alone would not doom the “SEAL is 

superhero” argument, at least as far as the previously cited superhero experts are concerned. But 

                                                
 

21 Sean Carney, “The Function of the Superhero at the Present Time,” Iowa Journal of Cultural Studies 6, 
no. 1, by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2005, 103, 
https://ir.uiowa.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1127&context=ijcs.  
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the differences do not end there. Another key point of distinction is that superheroes typically 

have two discrete identities, with each identity possessing its own persona and activities. In fact, 

a superhero’s civilian identity is meant to be entirely separate from their superhero identity so 

that acquaintances and enemies would remain oblivious to the full range of their activities. For 

example, no one could easily guess that an influential, wealthy, playboy socialite from Gotham 

City spends his nights dressed as a bat beating up criminals with his bare hands. But for SEALs, 

there is no crisp distinction between the warrior and the citizen. Obviously, SEALs are not 

blowing open doors as a civilian and they are not worried about grocery lists in a warzone. 

Nevertheless, at a fundamental level, SEALs are the same person regardless of their 

circumstances; they do not wear masks to swap identities and they do not suffer from a split 

personality disorder.  

 Furthermore, SEALs do not function exactly like superheroes in American popular 

culture. Looking back to the notion of dual identities, superheroes are only known for their super 

heroic acts. For example, no one would care about a newspaper reporter from Smallville without 

his alter ego as Superman. Similarly, the intelligent but socially awkward Peter Parker only 

appeals to people because he is secretly Spiderman. This is not true for Navy SEALs. Though 

civilians do care about SEALs’ achievements, they also legitimately care about who SEALs are 

apart from their missions and operational accomplishments. For example, no ordinary civilian 

could name a single one of the missions Adam Brown went on, yet the book about his life story 

became a New York Times Best Seller.22  

                                                
 

22 Eric Blehm, Fearless: The Undaunted Courage and Ultimate Sacrifice of Navy SEAL Team SIX 
Operator Adam Brown (Colorado Springs, CO: WaterBrook Press, 2012). 
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 Looking deeper, superhero stories provide readers with closure following a painful 

chapter of life and they model proactive responses to trauma. SEAL narratives also meet these 

needs, but they are not limited to them. For example, Marcus Luttrell’s Lone Survivor detailed 

his story of overcoming the most difficult obstacles imaginable and became a #1 National 

Bestseller.23 Surely, his story of triumphing over adversity provided readers still reeling from the 

9/11 attacks with a source of comfort. But after nearly two decades of healing and processing 

since 9/11, SEAL narratives are as popular as ever. On the other hand, Robert O’Neill’s first-

hand account of killing Bin Laden in The Operator certainly provided closure for the terrorist 

leader’s reign of fear.24 But if readers only wanted closure, why would they watch films like 

American Sniper which portray the War on Terror as a perpetual cycle of violence?25 Ultimately, 

the evidence shows that other forces, beyond a desire for comfort or closure, are driving the 

continued popularity of SEAL narratives and stories.  

 Despite exhibiting many parallels with superheroes, the bottom line is that SEALs cannot 

be constrained within the conventions of the superhero genre. Superhero stories are not 

interchangeable with SEAL stories. Successfully defining the dynamic SEAL identity involves 

more than taking SEAL qualities and placing them in a pre-existing paradigm. Nevertheless, the 

superhero genre is certainly helpful to understanding the notoriously abstruse Navy SEAL 

identity. Since superhero conventions are familiar to many civilians, they serve as a helpful 

                                                
 

23 Marcus Luttrell, Lone Survivor: The Eyewitness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of 
SEAL Team 10 (New York, NY: Hachette Book Group, 2007). 

 
24 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal 

Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017). 
 
25 American Sniper, directed by Clint Eastwood (Warner Brothers, 2014), Amazon.com, accessed 4/9/19, 

https://www.amazon.com/American-Sniper-Bradley-Cooper/dp/B00RFHVCFI. 
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window and point of comparison to make SEALs further accessible. Per the title of this thesis, 

the Navy SEAL arrives in the realm of the superhero, but the SEAL identity is not a superhero 

identity. 

 Ultimately, the dialectic between possessing superhero attributes and not being a 

superhero is emblematic of the dynamic SEAL identity, not contrary to it. Similar dialectics have 

already been noted such as the quiet professional vs. the public celebrity, the average citizen vs. 

the American hero, and the extreme warrior vs. the everyday soldier. Central to all these 

dialectics is the way SEALs embody the extraordinary within the ordinary while also 

emphasizing the distance between the two. SEALs bridge the divide between the ordinary and 

the extraordinary, embodying both without compromising either. In many ways these dialectics 

assume a Hegelian relationship. In philosophy, a Hegelian dialectic involves two distinct ideas 

that seemingly contradict each other. Yet when properly synthesized, the dissimilar ideas 

mutually contribute to the meaning and understanding of each other without losing their 

individual properties.26 Through this lens, the true SEAL identity begins to take shape in spite of, 

nay because of, the varied elements of SEAL narratives and stories. Embracing Hegelian 

dialectics exacerbates the differences between the disparate components of the SEAL identity 

while simultaneously unifying them under a single expository framework. Therefore, this thesis 

argues that a Hegelian dialectic between the ordinary and the extraordinary characterizes the 

Navy SEAL identity which emerges from the intersection of the narratives and stories produced 

by SEALs, specifically those who waged the War on Terror between 2001 and 2011. 

                                                
 

26 “Hegel’s Dialectics,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, June 3, 2016, accessed 4/8/19, 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/hegel-dialectics/. 
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 Before exploring the dialectic between the ordinary and the extraordinary in the rest of 

this thesis, a few potential concerns must be addressed. First, the role of superheroes in this 

thesis needs clarification. Second, the timelines of the SEAL narratives and stories used in this 

thesis deserve attention. Third, the intent of SEAL authors when crafting their works merits 

defense.  

First, superheroes will still be a critical component of this thesis. Though philosophical 

frameworks like the Hegelian dialectic offer necessary precision, the correlations between 

SEALs and superheroes provide simple, explanatory possibilities that are too useful to ignore. 

Despite already defining superheroes in the strictest sense, the usage of the term “superhero” 

within this thesis requires further description. The term “superhero” is not used in this thesis as a 

term of praise or diminution. It is not meant to glorify SEALs beyond critique nor debase their 

sacrifices as equivalent to fictional entertainment. Rather, “superhero” is employed as an 

accessible descriptor for understanding the narratively portrayed SEAL identity and the 

popularity of SEAL stories. Furthermore, drawing on the work of Jeffrey Lang and Patrick 

Trimble in, “Whatever Happened to the Man of Tomorrow? An Examination of the American 

Monomyth and the Comic Book Superhero,” this thesis views superheroes as the modern 

equivalent of the historical “epic hero.”27 As they note, “The myths of the Greeks and the 

Romans, the legends of King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, even the tales of Christ 

in the Bible - all of these are part of popular culture, mythology.”28 Accordingly, this thesis is not 

                                                
 

27 Jeffrey S. Lang and Patrick Trimble, “Whatever Happened to the Man of Tomorrow? An Examination of 
the American Monomyth and the Comic Book Superhero,” Journal of Popular Culture 22, no. 3, 1988, 157-173, 
http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/195356725?accountid=11091.  

 
28 Jeffrey S. Lang and Patrick Trimble, “Whatever Happened to the Man of Tomorrow? An Examination of 

the American Monomyth and the Comic Book Superhero,” Journal of Popular Culture 22, no. 3, 1988, 157, 
http://proxy.library.georgetown.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/195356725?accountid=11091. 
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an exercise in matching SEAL traits to comic-book superhero traits. Rather, it is an exploration 

of the cultural similarities between the SEAL identity and the superhero archetype in America.  

On the second point, the timelines of SEAL narratives are relevant, especially when 

evaluating the factors which led to the popularization of SEAL material. As previously 

referenced, both 9/11 and Operation Neptune Spear are important moments in the history of the 

Navy SEAL in American culture, however they are not as definitive as might be expected. To 

begin, SEALs have existed since the 1960’s and SEAL movies and books were produced well 

before 9/11, especially regarding SEAL missions in the Vietnam War. After 9/11, SEAL 

narratives tilted decisively to frame SEALs as actors within the War on Terror. However, all the 

SEALs referenced in this thesis enlisted before 9/11, so they were not incited to join up because 

of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. That being said, most of them first faced combat and worked the 

majority of their careers on post-9/11 deployments. Despite acquiring a reputation as literature 

responding to 9/11, of the sources consulted in this thesis, only Lone Survivor was released in the 

ten-year period between 9/11 and Operation Neptune Spear. During this time, the other SEALs 

were adding to their resumes in combat, but not yet writing about them since they were still in 

active service. Shortly after Operation Neptune Spear, American Sniper the book, American 

Sniper the film, Lone Survivor the film, Fearless, 13 Hours, and Zero Dark Thirty were released. 

This leads to the idea the Operation Neptune Spear prompted the ensuing explosion of SEAL 

content.  

However, when considering the time it takes to write a book after leaving active duty, 

and the time delay between publishing a book and producing a film version, most of these SEAL 

narratives could not have been released any earlier, so the Operation Neptune Spear correlation 

may just be coincidence. To further this point, Robert O’Neill’s book The Operator was released 
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in 2017, a full six years after he personally killed Bin Laden. If O’Neill solely aimed to exploit 

the post-Neptune Spear boom, surely he would have released his book sooner. As it happened, 

O’Neill spent a few extra years in service, then crafted his book over a few years after leaving 

service until finally releasing it. As a final point, the public knows very little about SEALs 

actively serving at this time in 2019. Overall, the SEAL narratives considered in this thesis were 

made by SEALs who enlisted before 9/11, served during the War on Terror, and released their 

memoirs after leaving service.29 By the time their exploits became famous, the SEALs in 

question were either long retired or dead. This serves to exacerbate the distance between SEALs 

and civilians and shows the importance of SEAL narratives as bridges across time that connect 

authors and readers. The timeline also shows the enduring power of SEAL narratives extends 

beyond any particular cultural moment.  

For the third point, it is important to note that SEAL authors do not create their memoirs 

for the purpose of intentionally portraying themselves as superheroes. Examining their 

dedications and their explicitly stated purposes for writing, SEAL authors all seek to honor their 

fellow living and fallen SEALs by creating an account of their Team’s actions. For example, 

Marcus Luttrell writes, “I’m writing this book because of my three buddies Mikey, Danny, and 

Axe. If I don’t write it, no one will ever understand the indomitable courage under fire of those 

three Americans. And that would be the biggest tragedy of all.”30 In fact, when speaking of their 

own contributions, SEAL authors are typically quite humble. Robert O’Neill, the SEAL who 

                                                
 

29 Only Marcus Luttrell breaks this trend because he wrote Lone Survivor while still in active service after 
the Navy asked him to record his story. Following the completion of his book, Luttrell remained in service for a few 
more years.  
 

30 Marcus Luttrell, Lone Survivor: The Eyewitness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of 
SEAL Team 10 (New York, NY: Hachette Book Group, 2007), 7. 
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shot Bib Laden writes, “Bragging was the last thing I wanted to do. It would be absurd to brag. 

We all knew that any one of our guys would have done exactly what I had done, and just as 

effectively, if he had been in my position.”31 Later, O’Neill notes, “I was able to go to work with 

people who were better than me. I was never a ‘cool guy,’ I simply worked with cool guys, 

walked behind cool guys. Sometimes, by chance, I found myself in the front, would turn a 

corner, and do something cool myself. That’s how I found myself in Osama bin Laden’s 

bedroom; I arrived on the shoulders of giants.”32 However, the SEAL authors’ intended humility 

does not preclude their work from being analyzed as contributing to a superhero-esque SEAL 

identity.  

Thesis Overview 

The bulk of this thesis is divided into three main chapters - Chapter I: Birth of a SEAL, 

Chapter II: Wolves, Sheep, and Sheepdogs, and Chapter III: An Operator’s Burden. The thesis 

culminates with a final chapter titled Epilogue: Beyond the Final Mission. These chapters trace 

the path of the SEAL to the realm of the superhero by exploring the hallmarks of a SEAL career. 

As the thesis title suggests, the SEAL’s journey can be summarized as BUD/S (Chapter I), to 

battlefield (Chapter II), and back again (Chapter III). Chapter I explores how a SEAL’s journey 

into the extraordinary must begin with the ordinary. Chapter II reveals how living and thriving in 

the extraordinary requires never losing sight of the ordinary. Chapter III grapples with the fact 

that extraordinary actions carry ordinary consequences, but accepting these ordinary 

consequences requires extraordinary dedication and strength of will. 

                                                
 

31 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal 
Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 322. 

 
32 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal 

Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 334. 
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Chapter I: Birth of a SEAL pieces together most of my sources to focus on the six-month 

SEAL training program BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL) which every SEAL must 

pass. This chapter shows how BUD/S functions as a rite of passage that reveals and engrains the 

qualities that trainees need to succeed as SEALs. The chapter opens with a brief discussion about 

the backgrounds of recruits who try to become SEALs, some of whom had faced challenges 

before and others haven’t. This moves into a discussion of the purpose of BUD/S: to identify and 

train recruits on the basic skills they will need to start their SEAL careers. The chapter then 

focuses on First Phase which aims to weed out the unprepared and reinforce the importance of 

embracing adversity, never quitting, and always putting out maximum effort. BUD/S puts all 

recruits at the same level and intentionally employs suffering to ensure only the mentally 

toughest make it through; this also reinforces radical personal responsibility since the recruits 

themselves are individually accountable for their own success or failure. This portion of the 

chapter finishes with Hell Week which marks the end of the weeding out process and signals the 

transition to the later technical phases of BUD/S. Lastly, the chapter as a whole concludes with 

brief examples of how the principles of BUD/S played out for SEALs in their response to 9/11 

and some of their toughest moments on the battlefield. This chapter shows how the difficult 

‘origin story’ of SEALs mirrors the trauma many superheroes encounter in their own origin 

stories. More importantly, it emphasizes that SEALs and superheroes are initially distinguished 

by their proactive responses to these troubles. For civilians struggling with personal and societal 

issues, observing these responses might arguably inspire them to act similarly and cause them to 

identify their models as heroes.  

On a factual level, Chapter II: Wolves, Sheep, and Sheepdogs focuses on the missions 

that SEALs have successfully completed, compiled from all my sources. The chapter shows that 
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SEALs are a warrior elite whose renowned reputation is warranted based on their 

accomplishments. The chapter starts with the premise that the legends have to come from 

somewhere and then dives into the actual stories. I walk through my sources detailing individual 

accomplishments like impressive shots or feats of endurance. I also include group 

accomplishments such as successful raids and operations. Across the examples, I emphasize that 

SEALs operate in all environments as their name suggests and demonstrate that almost no task is 

beyond their capabilities. This chapter concludes with an account of Operation Neptune Spear, 

the operation conducted by SEAL Team Six that killed Bin Laden. This chapter establishes the 

real achievements that undergird SEAL reputations. This develops the connection between 

SEALs and superheroes because superheroes also build their reputations first through their 

actions; they take responsibility and solve problems themselves rather than delegating. They also 

are the decisive actors; once they show up, there is no one else needed to call in. Moreover, the 

level of difficulty associated with these actions elevates SEALs and superheroes to positions of 

respect in the eyes of civilians. 

On a personal level, Chapter II also delves into SEAL motivations and worldviews as 

observed through their memoirs. It explores how SEALs understand their own role within the 

War on Terror and how they rationalize their decisions to become a SEAL and behave as a 

SEAL in wartime. As a subjective chapter investigating the mindset of SEALs, this chapter 

describes the wolf, sheep, and sheepdog dynamic that explains how SEALs understand 

themselves. The rest of the chapter walks through how this paradigm plays out for SEALs. First, 

SEALs demonize the enemy, i.e. wolves/terrorists. Second, they praise the innocence and virtues 

of the sheep/civilians. Lastly, they see themselves as the sheepdogs who protect the sheep by 

acting a lot like the wolves. The second half of the chapter explores how SEALs justify their 
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behavior as sheepdogs by accentuating the contrasts between the wolves and sheep. I also cover 

how SEALs cast aside failed sheepdogs, like cowardly allied soldiers, and push each other to be 

more lethal and effective in sometimes perverse ways. All this is framed in the context of the 

persistent moral ambiguity that accompanies many, if not most, SEAL activities. This chapter 

explores how SEALs are anti-heroes who operate in the gray zone between right and wrong. 

First, it demonstrates how SEALs fall into the classic good vs. evil paradigm often observed in 

superhero literature where an emphasis is placed on doing the right thing. Second, the chapter 

shows how SEALs complicate this black and white divide between right and wrong that they 

help promote, also much like superheroes. Superheroes and SEALs often operate on the fringes 

of or even outside the law. Post-9/11 superhero material even emphasizes and draws attention to 

this Machiavellian notion of the ends justifying the means. But when operating in the face of a 

major evil, civilians are likely to praise those who get their hands dirty working for the greater 

good. 

Chapter III: An Operator’s Burden explores the personal lives and human cost of the 

work that SEALs do, again drawing from a majority of my sources. This chapter shows that 

SEALs are still only human which makes their actions even more impressive since they don’t 

actually have any superhuman advantages. They are extraordinary individuals who live by 

extremes. The chapter shows how SEALs are not machines but people who do have cracks in 

their armor, albeit rarely. The chapter begins with a discussion of SEALs’ often anti-social 

personality traits like arrogance, aggressiveness, and perceptions of impunity. This can lead to 

things like barfights, but also far worse outcomes like rampant drug abuse in SEAL ranks as well 

as crimes committed by SEALs against other members of the military. The chapter then 

discusses how SEALs can still make mistakes since they are not robots. However, for SEALs, 
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mistakes often result in severe injury or death which is why they train so hard to avoid them. The 

danger also serves as a reminder for how they impressively make difficult tasks seem almost 

simple. The chapter then discusses SEALs’ personal struggles like family issues (SEALs have a 

staggeringly high divorce rate), struggles with addiction, and the difficulties with being 

constantly deployed. This will transition into a discussion of the difficulty SEALs face losing 

friends in the line of duty as described in Lone Survivor or the devastating Chinook crash of 

2011. Finally, the chapter ends by talking of the personal sacrifices of SEALs who face serious 

injury or death regularly. For example, about 50% of the named SEALs I’ve studied are now 

dead. This chapter grounds SEALs in reality where previous chapters have elevated them to 

superhuman levels. Superhero films, especially recent ones, devote inordinate effort to 

concocting ‘scientific’ explanations for superheroes to improve their believability. Since 

superhero content creators know that their characters are most effective when audiences relate 

and identify with them, these creators endeavor to minimize suspension of disbelief as much as 

possible. But since SEALs are real people (even though civilians tend to forget that), their stories 

don’t have to worry about ‘realism’ and in many ways will be more emotionally impactful than 

any fictional story.  

This final chapter, Epilogue: Beyond the Final Mission, includes brief new details about 

SEALs lives after leaving the Teams as well as reflections on everything discussed previously. 

This chapter solidifies the connection between SEALs and superheroes while also discussing 

SEAL endings. SEAL endings happen one of three ways: injury, death, or leaving the Teams 

(none of which are favorable for SEALs since they involve grievous physical harm or the 

psychological harm of “quitting”). I also discuss whether the SEAL archetype is moving in some 

direction or if it exists as an entity unto itself. The SEAL mission is never done, but it may be 
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done for one SEAL while another picks up the mantle. Though operators rarely acknowledge it, 

combat is a young man’s game. Lastly, the chapter leaves open future developments in the world 

of SEALs for their actions and more research.  This chapter arrives where my introduction 

opens: with SEALs as legends bridging the gap between myth and reality. The last parallel 

between SEALs and superheroes is that neither ever have endings. Once the characters exist, 

they might appear in multiple story arcs, some of which may lead to death. But as a concept, 

SEALs and superheroes never fully go away and often re-appear when needed again. 

Following the Epilogue, I have added a special In Memoriam section. This section names 

every SEAL who has lost their life due to their service since 9/11. The list is color coded so that 

the reader can review it and recognize SEALs who they will directly and tangentially come to 

know throughout this thesis. I encourage all readers to review it briefly.   
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CHAPTER I: BIRTH OF A SEAL 

“Sic vis pacem, para bellum. If you want peace, prepare for war.” - Frank Castle aka The 

Punisher, The Punisher (2004)33 

The pain lasted for five days straight. Sleep was non-existent and injuries were prevalent. 

Food was readily available, but only so that Robert O’Neill and his fellow sufferers could work 

harder. For days on end, Robert O’Neill endured activities specifically designed to inflict mental 

and physical torment. The longer the torture lasted, the worse it got. With hypothermia and 

hallucinations taking hold, O’Neill held on to the faint hope of an end to his agony. Soberingly, 

most of the men with O’Neill did not make it to see that rumored end. Nearly three-quarters of 

the men who began were already gone.34 Though these conditions may sound like a prisoner of 

war camp, the men experiencing it had all volunteered to be there. They had not been captured 

and they could leave whenever they liked. All the suffering and torment they faced was part of 

the most rigorous training program in the U.S. military, BUD/S. BUD/S is the proving ground 

where all future SEALs must demonstrate their mettle. Eventually, Robert O’Neill and his 

remaining classmates heard the coveted statement, “Hell Week secured!” Though they had 

passed their first major hurdle on the path to becoming a SEAL, their training was nowhere near 

complete. They would remain at BUD/S for several more months to finish two more training 

phases, then they would drill for almost a year beyond that to become true SEALs.  

Writing about their experiences years later, SEALs cite BUD/S as the period where they 

transcended their ordinary lives to claw their way the extraordinary world of U.S. Navy SEALs. 

                                                
 

33 The Punisher, directed by Jonathan Hensleigh (Lionsgate Films, 2004). 
 
34 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal 

Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 70. 



33 
 
 

But throughout their training, there is no way to pinpoint the moment where they ceased to be 

ordinary and became fully extraordinary, because that moment does not exist. SEALs know that 

they never experienced an ontological change at any time during their training and thus they can 

never shirk off their pre-SEAL self-definition. They were never injected with any sort of super 

soldier serum, but instead crossed an indiscernible threshold into the extraordinary while still in 

their ordinary state. SEALs recognize that their extraordinary attributes are an addition to, not a 

substitute for, their ordinary self and must balance both facets of their identity for their entire 

careers. 

SEALs are born on the cold, wet beaches of the Naval Special Warfare Center in 

Coronado, California. SEALs are raised in different families and states, they are stationed on 

different Teams, they operate in different theaters, they fight different enemies, and they 

generally live different lives. But despite the disparities among SEALs, there is one experience 

that every SEAL shares: BUD/S. BUD/S stands for Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL; it is a 

6-month training course consisting of three phases, Physical Conditioning, Diving, and Land 

Warfare. Only aspiring SEALs take the rigorous 6-month training and every SEAL must pass it 

before they begin their time on the Teams.35 BUD/S is so foundational that every SEAL narrative 

studied in this thesis mentions it. Although BUD/S is a technically complex training course that 

has been meticulously designed to produce SEALs, it can be reduced to a simple phrase: BUD/S 

is tough. However, the factually challenging obstacles that SEALs report facing during BUD/S 

are relatively insignificant; the mental component is far more important. BUD/S forces SEALs to 

begin their careers by modeling a positive response to adversity that sets the tone for the rest of 

                                                
 

35 “BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL) Training,” NavySeals.com, 2019, accessed 1/29/19, 
https://navyseals.com/nsw/bud-s-basic-underwater-demolition-seal-training/. 
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their time on the Teams. The key takeaway from SEAL narratives and superhero stories is that 

an individual’s stubborn and proactive response to adversity is more noteworthy than nature or 

degree of the adversity itself. Rather than responding to adversity by yielding or simply bearing 

it, SEALs positively counter it by never quitting and proactively working towards a solution. 

Though adversity is an ordinary part of life, SEAL instructors take adversity to the extreme in 

BUD/S and correspondingly force SEAL recruits to elevate their responses to extraordinary 

levels.  

Before assessing a SEAL’s positive responses to adversity, it is crucial to understand the 

magnitude of the challenges he faces on his path to becoming a SEAL. The process of becoming 

a SEAL is long, complex and arduous. SEAL training does not begin on Day 1, Phase One of 

BUD/S nor does it end upon graduation from BUD/S. In reality, the process of becoming a 

SEAL and being placed on an active duty SEAL Team takes about two years. During that two-

year period, prospective SEALs must develop and/or demonstrate their ability in three crucial 

categories: physical prowess, mental fortitude, and warrior skills. Similarly, SEAL training itself 

can be divided into three components: pre-BUD/S, BUD/S, and post BUD/S. Roughly speaking, 

pre-BUD/S emphasizes physical aptitude, BUD/S stresses mental fortitude, and post-BUD/S 

works on skill development, although all three abilities remain significant in all periods of 

training. 

The first step to becoming a SEAL is to sign up for it. This may sound obvious, but for 

SEALs it is the first step in a process that will depend entirely on self-motivation. Furthermore, 

although long, the path to becoming a SEAL is uniquely straightforward. Both these factors set 

SEALs apart from other special operations branches in the military. Take the example of U.S. 
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Army Special Forces for comparison.36 To become a Green Beret, a soldier typically will already 

have experience in the 75th Ranger Regiment as an Army Ranger. Before serving as a Ranger, a 

soldier will generally have served some time as an infantry foot soldier before moving through 

the Ranger Selection process. For each stage from infantry to Ranger, and again, from Ranger to 

Special Forces, a soldier requires approval and recommendation by commanding officers to 

attend the advanced training. Conversely, the Navy does not have any ground personnel aside 

from the Navy SEALs. That means that there is no ‘working your way through the ranks’ to 

become a SEAL. Additionally, so long as a SEAL recruit is in the training process, they do not 

have any other responsibilities to fulfill within the Navy.37 They must meet all standards set by 

their SEAL instructors, but their career as a SEAL does not depend on gaining permission to 

begin or continue from the right superior officers. As such, the burden of succeeding or failing to 

become a SEAL (for the most part) depends entirely on the SEAL recruit themselves. This 

further highlights the importance of mental strength and acuity for a SEAL as an intrinsic 

component of the SEAL character. BUD/S enhances the mental discipline of recruits, but it does 

not create it. Accordingly, SEAL recruits must begin their training with a baseline of ordinary 

mental focus and personal confidence that is progressively elevated to the extraordinary levels 

                                                
 

36 In the U.S. military, special operations and Special Forces are not synonymous. U.S. Army Special 
Forces are a distinct entity within the U.S. military special operations community just like the Navy SEALs or 
Marine Raiders. Special Forces soldiers are known as Green Berets because of the headgear that they wear upon 
completing their Special Forces training.  

 
37 Most SEALs enlist in the Navy specifically to become Navy SEALs. For those SEALs who successfully 

pass the training process, being a special warfare operator is their one and only job in the Navy for their entire 
careers. The SEAL training process takes them from their first day in the Navy to their last. A smaller group of 
SEALs transfer from another military branch or another job within the Navy before becoming SEALs. Since these 
recruits represent a smaller proportion of SEALs and their paths to becoming SEALs can be quite unique, they will 
not be the focus of the next few paragraphs. However, all paths to becoming a SEAL, regardless of the starting 
point, converge at BUD/S which is another factor contributing to the importance of BUD/S. 
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necessary to complete SEAL training. This further demonstrates the ordinary/extraordinary 

dialectic that is foundational to the SEAL identity.  

For most recruits, the path to becoming a SEAL starts at a Navy recruiting office, 

although the motivations for being in that recruiting office tend to differ. Marcus Luttrell grew 

up always wanting to be a Navy SEAL because of his father who served as a Navy gunner in 

Vietnam and his rough Texas upbringing which taught him SEAL values.38 When the time came 

for joining, he had already been training with SEAL style workouts for most of his teen years.39 

Any other job in the military was out of the question.40 On the other hand, Robert O’Neill joined 

the SEALs because he wanted to be a sniper. Early on, O’Neill learned the importance of 

precision, efficiency, and attention to detail by growing up enjoying the sport of hunting. O’Neill 

had one run in with a SEAL in young life, but initially wanted to be a Marine sniper because he 

heard they were the best snipers in the world. O’Neill’s mental drive made him ambitious and 

competitive, such that he recognized his skills and would not settle for anything less than the 

best. When visiting the military recruiting offices, O’Neill couldn’t find the Marine recruiter, so 

he talked to the Navy recruiter instead. His Navy recruiter told him that he could be a world class 

sniper so long as he became a SEAL first.41 That was enough for O’Neill to sign the dotted 

                                                
 

38 Marcus Luttrell, Lone Survivor: The Eyewitness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of 
SEAL Team 10 (New York, NY: Hachette Book Group, 2007), 53. 

 
39 Marcus Luttrell, Lone Survivor: The Eyewitness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of 

SEAL Team 10 (New York, NY: Hachette Book Group, 2007), 58. 
 
40 Marcus Luttrell, Lone Survivor: The Eyewitness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of 

SEAL Team 10 (New York, NY: Hachette Book Group, 2007), 76. 
 
41 SEAL Sniper School is an advanced training course for SEALs after they pass all the standard SEAL 

training and join their units. Robert O’Neill, Chris Kyle, and Adam Brown all attended SEAL Sniper School. SEALs 
always continue training, even on the Teams; since Sniper School has obvious benefits for marksmanship, 
reconnaissance, and navigation, it is popular among SEALs, even those who end up working in non-sniper roles.  
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line.42 Adam Brown had an entirely different beginning to his Navy career. With a temporary 

incarceration resulting from eleven felonies and a trip to drug rehab under his belt, Brown joined 

the Navy to turn his life around. He had always wanted to be a SEAL after watching a movie 

about them in high school; but, needed an old friend’s high-ranking Navy father to help with 

some waivers to facilitate the process. Though the road wasn’t easy for Adam, he headed to 

SEAL training.43 

The story behind Chris Kyle’s entry to the Navy is more nuanced. In his autobiography, 

Kyle writes that he decided to join the military when his exciting job as a rodeo cowboy became 

unsustainable. Unwilling to settle for an ordinary career, Kyle wanted to be in some form of 

special operations. He initially talked to an Army recruiter at the combined military recruiting 

offices in his hometown but was deterred by the long process (described earlier) to enter the elite 

ranks of Army Special Forces. On his way out of the recruiting complex, the Navy recruiter in an 

adjacent office pulled him in and told him about the Navy SEALs. Kyle liked the idea of the 

challenge and the fact that he could begin training for the SEALs directly, so he signed up. 

Initially, the Navy turned Kyle down due to his past injuries leaving him disappointed in the 

military bureaucracy that summarily rejected him without first giving him the chance to prove 

his ability. Fortunately, Kyle soon got the call that he received a waiver meaning he could 

officially enlist and start training.44  

                                                
 

42 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal 
Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 9-12. 

 
43 Eric Blehm, Fearless: The Undaunted Courage and Ultimate Sacrifice of Navy SEAL Team SIX 

Operator Adam Brown (Colorado Springs, CO: WaterBrook Press, 2012), 94-95. 
 
44 Chris Kyle, American Sniper: The Autobiography of the Most Lethal Sniper in U.S. Military History 

(New York, NY: W. Morrow, 2012), 18-19. 
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Interestingly, the film American Sniper alters the facts of Kyle’s enlistment but adds 

more layers to his complicated emotional journey. As referenced in the Introduction, the multiple 

narratives enhance our understanding of Chris Kyle as a whole person. In the film American 

Sniper, Kyle watches TV when he sees two bombings of U.S. embassies in Africa which 

motivated him to march into the Navy recruiter’s office the next day.45 Those bombings actually 

occurred in 1998, two years after Kyle enlisted in 1996. Though this could be taken as a point of 

artistic license on the part of the film’s director Clint Eastwood, it represents a notable example 

of the disparity between the Chris Kyle we meet in his autobiography and the Chris Kyle we 

meet on film. Though Kyle’s autobiography could be seen as more authoritative than the movie, 

it is important to realize that neither book nor film portrays the ‘actual’ Chris Kyle. The Chris 

Kyle in both texts is a character in a narrative. Reading about Chris Kyle or watching a film 

about him would not be the same as meeting him in person. Nevertheless, in terms of creating a 

narrative around Chris Kyle ‘the SEAL American Sniper’ and contributing to the overall SEAL 

archetype, both the film and the book must be taken at face value. The Chris Kyle in those 

mediated narratives is the Chris Kyle that most readers/viewers are exposed to, so from their 

perspective (and the perspective of this thesis) it is the ‘real’ Chris Kyle. Collectively, both texts 

expose Chris Kyle’s yearning to move on with his life and do something meaningful. Acting 

upon his desire to protect and defend his country, Chris Kyle joined the Navy and fulfilled his 

longing for purpose in a way that rodeos never could. In reality, a person’s motivations for 

joining the military and the SEALs are often very complex; in Chris Kyle’s case neither 

motivation is inauthentic to the character that is developed in the film and the book. The main 

                                                
 

45 American Sniper, directed by Clint Eastwood (Warner Brothers, 2014), Amazon.com, 00:09:02-
00:10:45, accessed 4/9/19, https://www.amazon.com/American-Sniper-Bradley-Cooper/dp/B00RFHVCFI. 
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difference is which motivation is emphasized at the beginning. Furthermore, for many SEALs, 

especially those who joined up after 9/11, the desire for revenge or justice upon seeing an attack 

on America is their primary motivation for joining the SEALs so it is an important perspective to 

keep in mind.46 

Together, the stories of Luttrell, O’Neill, Brown and Kyle cover most of the main reasons 

men join the SEALs. There’s the lifetime goal guy (Luttrell), the challenge loving soldier 

(O’Neill), the man desperate for redemption (Brown), the man looking for purpose (Kyle), and 

the guy seeking to defend and protect his country (all of the above). Of course, these opening 

stories are oversimplifications. This thesis proceeds to explore the complicated motivations of 

SEALs in training and combat in greater depth.  

But even this broad view of SEAL motivations serves to dispel a popular misconception 

about SEAL training. Some people say that the only people who pass BUD/S are the recruits 

who want to be a SEAL more than life itself and could not imagine any other future for 

themselves. While that may have been true for Luttrell, it wasn’t for the other SEALs mentioned. 

Chris Kyle joined the Navy as part of a mid-life crisis and was almost forced to move on until he 

later got the call that he could try to be a SEAL. In fact, rather than a particular motivation, the 

thing that set these SEALs apart from their peers who dropped out was that they were simply 

unwilling to quit. This mindset to never quit is crucial for SEALs and is one thing that SEAL 

instructors look for during BUD/S which will be explored below.  

The journey to BUD/S begins with pre-BUD/S physical evaluations once recruits make 

the decision to try to become a SEAL for one reason or the other. During the recruitment 

                                                
 

46 All named SEALs in this thesis enlisted before the 9/11 attacks. Most of them died or completed their 
service around 2010 and published their memoirs a few years later. 
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process, SEAL hopefuls must first sign a regular Navy contract and pass a physical screening test 

before they then add a SEAL contract.47 The Navy realizes that most recruits fail to become 

SEALs, so they ensure that every SEAL recruit has a back-up job in the Navy for if/when they 

drop out of the SEAL funnel. Funnel is an appropriate term for the process SEAL recruits face. 

With each stage, the number of recruits who continue on the path to becoming a SEAL 

decreases, until only a small fraction successfully earn their SEAL Tridents. This funneling helps 

the Navy fill unpleasant jobs like parachute technician (O’Neill’s alternate job) since so many 

recruits join the Navy wanting to be SEALs but do not make the cut. Practically speaking, more 

men sign up to be SEALs than BUD/S can accommodate per year in its four classes each holding 

around 230 students. For that reason, the Navy purges the SEAL funnel of as many SEAL 

hopefuls as possible before they even reach BUD/S.  

Accordingly, the physical screening tests continue throughout a recruit’s path through the 

pre-BUD/S process which includes recruit basic training (Navy boot camp), Navy specialty 

training (for recruits’ backup regular Navy job), and Indoc (the three-week indoctrination before 

BUD/S).48 If the recruit fails a physical test at any point before reaching BUD/S, they revert to 

their alternate Navy job. However, so long as recruits continue to pass these physical training 

benchmarks, they stay in the SEAL funnel. Needless to say, the physical training tests are quite 

                                                
 

47 “How to Enlist in the US Navy SEALs,” NavySEALs.com, 2019, accessed 2/14/19, 
https://navyseals.com/buds/seals-how-to-enlist/.  

 
48 “How to Enlist in the US Navy SEALs,” NavySEALs.com, 2019, accessed 2/14/19, 

https://navyseals.com/buds/seals-how-to-enlist/. 
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challenging. For example, Robert O’Neill reports that in his basic training class of 500, only ten 

passed the SEAL Physical to continue to BUD/S.49  

Notably, the performance requirements for the SEAL Physical are public knowledge. 

Therefore, SEAL evaluators have little tolerance for trainees who fail on the testing dates 

because they did not properly prepare to pass them in advance. From the perspective of the Navy 

and the SEAL community, if a recruit has not put in the effort to be physically ready for the 

performance tests, they certainly don’t have what it takes to become a SEAL. And that is part of 

the point. No recruit possesses the natural physical prowess to pass the SEAL Physical without 

preparation. A recruit who successfully passes the SEAL Physical demonstrates that they possess 

the mental discipline to diligently train for months before the testing date. In this way, the SEAL 

emphasis on physical ability merges with the SEAL commitment to mental discipline. As 

mentioned earlier, the path to becoming a SEAL is totally self-motivated; success or failure 

largely depends upon the individual recruits themselves. That’s exactly how the Navy and the 

SEAL community wants it. You can’t force someone to be a SEAL by drafting them or pushing 

them through training, they must want it for themselves. Though, mental discipline and physical 

ability are distinguishable, they are also, intimately connected from the SEAL perspective. For 

SEALs, physical ability indicates mental discipline, while mental discipline enhances physical 

ability. Indeed, the relationship between the two could easily be interpreted as a dialectic. SEAL 

Instructors repeatedly emphasize the SEAL mind-body connection as they force recruits through 

the rigorous training of BUD/S. As such, it is critical that recruits begin to understand the 

connection between mental discipline and physical ability prior to BUD/S. Since the SEAL 

                                                
 

49 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal 
Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 21. 
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Physical occurs shortly before a recruit enters BUD/S, it allows recruits to demonstrate their 

mental discipline and physical ability and signals that they are ready to cross from pre-BUD/S 

training into BUD/S itself.  

On the journey from recruit to SEAL, BUD/S falls at a unique point. It comes after 

recruits have passed their basic training for a regular job in the Navy, but before they have 

received any specialized (and expensive) SEAL training. That means the Navy loses little 

investment when recruits fail; needless to say, the Navy doesn’t want to waste resources by 

frontloading the expensive skills training only for recruits to flunk out later on. The Navy 

actually saves money when recruits drop out since it costs approximately $500,000 to fully train 

a SEAL. Accordingly, BUD/S is not designed for recruits to succeed; it’s designed for them to 

fail. This pivot is what separates SEALs and the entire special ops community from the rest of 

the military. In most military training, instructors purposely challenge recruits, but at the end of 

the day, they want trainees to pass. It does the military no good for any recruit to fail out of basic 

or job specific training and be unable to fulfill their service commitment. But for all the reasons 

outlined above, BUD/S prides itself on its astronomical attrition rates which can reach ninety 

percent. Then again, BUD/S has no quotas. One BUD/S Class, Class 78, actually had no 

graduates while Class 80 sent 19 men through Hell Week and no one quit.50 But BUD/S is more 

than a six-month blender whose sole purpose is to cut the number of SEAL recruits by 90%. It 

would be irresponsible for the Navy to send unprepared soldiers into the types of situations 

SEAL’s regularly face, so BUD/S was developed as the benchmark to ensure a uniform, peak 

level of quality among Naval Special Warfare forces. As such, the purpose of BUD/S is quite 

                                                
 

50 Don Shipley, “Navy SEAL BUD/S Class 78 no one graduated, BUD/S Class 80 and no one quit... Don 
Shipley interview,” Youtube.com: Sealexperience, 2011, accessed 2/14/19, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MfZJfY9mZqA.  
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straightforward, to identify and train recruits on the basic skills they will need to start their SEAL 

careers. 

By the time Day 1, Phase One of BUD/S arrives, the recruits who show up have already 

proven their physical ability month after month throughout the pre-BUD/S process. Moreover, 

they all have actively pursued their desire to become SEALs. It is inaccurate to think that the 

high attrition rates of BUD/S are due to recruits who are simply physically unfit to be SEALs. 

Due to the stringency of the physical tests beforehand, every SEAL recruit at BUD/S is in great 

shape. Similarly, the high dropout rates of BUD/S are not due to recruits who show up to BUD/S 

hoping to ‘test out’ the SEAL career and then decide it is not for them. On the contrary, every 

SEAL recruit at Coronado has been training for months and often years to have the opportunity 

to be there. Simply put, mental ability, not physical ability, makes the difference between success 

or failure at BUD/S. From a certain point of view, even the physical ability to make it to BUD/S 

actually demonstrates a recruit’s mental discipline; recruits must commit to rigorously training 

and preparing their bodies before they show up. Yet despite having a certain degree of mental 

fortitude to even make it to BUD/S, most recruits will not be able to endure the gauntlet of 

mental and physical abuse BUD/S inflicts across its three phases.  

The difficulty of BUD/S is holistic and starts at the top. BUD/S is exclusively run by 

SEALs who once passed it themselves. They guard the gates to their community fiercely. Their 

devotion to excellence is both a matter of pride and pragmatism. In their view, the proud history 

of the Navy SEALs is only as good as its weakest member, so they don’t want any half-qualified 

recruit to slip through the cracks and sully that shared reputation. On the practical side, every 

SEAL must be able to trust other SEALs with their lives regularly and completely. If one 

member of the Team is not up to par, someone else could pay the price. Since every SEAL goes 
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through BUD/S and knows what it takes, they implicitly trust new SEALs who join the Teams 

even before they prove themselves in combat. For example, Chris Kyle talks about a new SEAL 

who earned the nickname Biggles the Desert Hippo due to his goofiness and large size. But even 

though he didn’t look like a ‘typical’ SEAL, his teammates depended on Biggles because he 

passed BUD/S like everyone else in their unit.51 

As SEALs themselves, the SEAL Instructors realize the importance of their jobs and that 

their teammates will depend on the recruits they send through. They also know exactly what they 

are looking for from the recruits who have what it takes. As O’Neill explains, “[SEAL 

Instructors] want the person who can recognize adversity, understand why his peers are folding, 

but have the will to say, ‘No. I’m better than this.’”52 SEAL Instructors also know that their 

recruits often have unpleasant back up jobs in the Navy should they fail out of BUD/S. For that 

reason, the SEAL Instructors aim to make BUD/S so challenging that any job seems better than 

the SEAL life of day in and day out physical and mental hardship. This raises a perplexing 

paradox of SEAL training: If the SEAL instructors are looking for resilience, why would they be 

so challenging while also tempting the recruits to opt out? Fundamentally, SEAL instructors 

want future SEALs to thrive in combat, not just endure it. Since warfare is always physically 

demanding, mental discipline explains the difference between thriving and enduring combat. 

Specifically, thriving in combat means opting in to the experience while enduring combat 

requires only that SEALs don’t quit. If quitting were not an available option in BUD/S, recruits 

would be robbed the opportunity to opt in to the training because they would have no choice 
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except to continue. By making quitting so available and tempting, SEAL instructors force 

students to consciously opt in to their SEAL training. 

This philosophy is further demonstrated in several ways. Since being a SEAL is all about 

individual motivation and mental toughness, the SEAL Instructors rarely kick recruits out of the 

program. Instead, they force recruits to quit, loudly and obviously. At any time during training, 

recruits can “Drop on Request” meaning they stand up, ring a bell in the center of the training 

compound, set their helmet with their number and last name in a line, and are done. By the end 

of BUD/S, the “quitters’ line” of helmets from recruits who dropped will stretch quite long. This 

process is completely intentional and educational. Instructors want to make the prospect of 

quitting supremely available for recruits. They also want the recruits to continue to be 

continuously reminded of the quitters. This forces the recruits to repeatedly and consciously push 

away the thought of quitting. It also conditions continuing recruits to see themselves as different 

and unique particularly because of their mental resilience. Plus, some recruits, such as Robert 

O’Neill, cannot bear the thought of their family name ending up in the quitters’ line.53 The point 

is simple: you’re only out if you quit, and SEALs never quit.  

Even with the emphasis on individual responsibility and mental toughness over 

quantifiable performance ratings, Phase One of SEAL training is not entirely freeform. As would 

be expected, conduct violations or slipping up in training in a way that injures another student 

are both one-way tickets out of the program. Additionally, SEAL Instructors maintain 

performance baselines that recruits must meet. When a recruit begins failing these baselines or 

noticeably lagging, one of two things happens. First, and most frequently, the instructors begin 
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an orchestrated harassment campaign to belittle the recruit who doesn’t measure up until they 

themselves choose to quit thus maintaining the integrity of the process. The instructors may also 

choose to involve a SEAL Review Board. SEAL Review Boards are comprised of the leading 

officers and instructors for BUD/S who handle the cases of all problematic trainees. The Board 

can drop the recruit from the program, send them back with a warning, or roll them to the next 

class. Since BUD/S is an ongoing program with multiple classes a year, it is possible for a recruit 

to be rolled from their starting class into the class behind them. Most often, recruits are rolled 

due to injuries during Phase One or due to lacking skill development in Phases Two and Three 

with the understood intent that they can and must succeed once reintegrated to the program. 

Overall, even in failure, as much as possible, SEAL recruits in training control their own destiny 

just like active-duty SEALs in combat. 

Despite the all-important mental component of BUD/S Phase One, physically it is still 

excruciating. It is hard to understand the challenge of BUD/S without truly appreciating its 

physical difficulty. For many people, the most physically demanding thing they could imagine 

themselves doing would be running a marathon; SEAL recruits in BUD/S could very easily run 

26.2 miles in a single day, then spend more hours on calisthenics or swimming only to do it all 

again the very next day, every day for two months in a row. In fact, the distance between the 

mess hall and the training grounds means that SEAL recruits must run six miles daily during 

break time just to eat three meals.54 SEALs who spent months preparing for it and years 

afterward in combat reflect back on BUD/S as torturous. O’Neill describes it as follows, “You 

wake up: BUD/S. You get tortured. You go to sleep, maybe, at night…you dream about BUD/S. 
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You wake up: BUD/S…That is what life is. There’s no ending, and no beginning. There’s only 

an eternity of suffering.”55 As a minimum, SEAL recruit regularly find themselves freezing, wet, 

sandy, sleep-deprived, sore, and mentally drained. BUD/S is so physically demanding that the 

Navy plans for students to get injured. For reference, Marcus Luttrell and Chris Kyle were rolled 

back for a broken femur and a broken ankle. But as long as recruits can do the work, SEAL 

instructors and the Teams don’t really care about whatever ailments they have suffered in the 

past. Before joining the Navy, Chris Kyle’s broken wrist was pieced back together with multiple 

metal pins.56 Adam Brown lost his dominant eye in advanced training once he was a SEAL. 

Also, after a battle injury severed all the fingers on his right hand, he had them surgically 

reattached.57 None of the injuries mattered since they could do the work.  

All the physical punishment does have a purpose. BUD/s is meant to be so physically 

challenging that only recruits with no breaking point are capable of passing. Simply put, low 

pressure, low stakes situations do not effectively test future SEALs. SEALs do not operate in 

easy circumstances; when they deploy, they are expected to regularly perform in extraordinary 

life or death situations where their mental and physical capabilities are pushed to the limit. 

Moreover, SEALs cannot just grit their teeth in intense circumstances, they are expected to thrive 

in the toughest imaginable conditions. Given the purpose of training is to prepare recruits for 

war, SEAL instructors simulate the stressors of war with physical abuse. Through the intense 
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training, SEAL instructors do everything they can to put recruits under comparable physical and 

psychological duress. Of course, no training simulation could ever compare to real combat, but 

the instructors even use that fact as a psychological weapon. They will often berate students 

shouting, “If you aren’t good enough here…in a piddily training exercise, you certainly won’t 

make it in the Teams!”58  

On top of the physical abuse, SEAL instructors do everything they can to make recruits 

quit. As discussed earlier, by enticing and brow beating SEAL recruits to quit, SEAL instructors 

aim to reduce their class to only the trainees who will consciously opt in to adversity and thrive 

in combat. Upon seeing a recruit quit in the film American Sniper an instructor remarks, “You 

say goodbye, I say good riddance. He quits on you here, he’s going to quit on the field of 

battle.”59 For that reason, instructors view it as their personal calling to make sure no quitters 

make it through BUD/S. For starters, the Navy SEAL instructors don’t offer encouragement.  

Additionally, the physical work recruits are tasked with emphasizes repetition over 

complexity and dexterity. This repetition in training forces recruits into their own heads and 

opens the door for doubts to creep in. Even when recruits struggle physically, instructors 

attribute it to mental weakness; in their view, physical failings have mental causes. For example, 

when every other member of the class begrudgingly trudges on, but a lone recruit falls behind, 

instructors view it as a reflection on their inability to ignore pain and fatigue. In a documentary 

on BUD/S Class 234, one instructor notes that recruits often give up mentally leading them to 
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wind up injured through lack of focus and not protecting themselves.60 Though they might have 

the option to be rolled, many of the injured take it as an opportunity to quit especially since 

rolling before milestones in training means redoing all the previous work in that particular 

milestone. Since accidents and injuries are regular, the decision on how to respond to one is 

common among recruits. For SEALs such as Kyle and Luttrell, they hid and endured their 

infections and broken bones so that they could finish training milestones like Hell Week.61 Only 

after completing the objective would they pause their training to heal and pick up where they left 

off with the class behind them. The notion of suffering through real injuries and still completing 

objectives is part of the point in BUD/S and even quietly favored by instructors. For example, 

SEAL Instructors allowed Marcus Luttrell to finish First Phase on crutches after he broke his 

femur.62 As O’Neill describes it, “When people say making it through…isn’t physical, it’s 

mental, that’s sort of true, but the mental part is talking yourself through the constant physical 

pain.”63 

But SEAL Instructors don’t just use physical pain to make recruits quit; they employ a 

full gamut of devious mental devices. For example, instructors would often pause training late at 

night and make recruits sit outside in the cold, soaking wet, just waiting. As O’Neill remarks 

during these periods, “They wanted a moment of calm, not out of compassion, but so we could 
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use our own minds to mess with ourselves.”64 Sometimes, his instructors would make the recruits 

strip out of their wet clothes so that they would feel colder even though the temperature remained 

the same. O’Neill notes that in these moments, “Truth didn’t matter. Only belief mattered.”65 

Additionally, his instructors would offer dry clothes, warm food, and coffee to anyone who 

quit.66 Lastly, instructors would even offer to let the other recruits go inside if only a few recruits 

would quit first.67 In short, instructors want to give recruits every opportunity to quit and a full 

spectrum of options for the recruit to rationalize quitting. But the point remains the same, “The 

goal is to find guys who, no matter what, work together as a team and, most important, never 

quit.”68 As soon as recruits quit though, even when star pupils quit, the training continues, and 

instructors act like they never even existed; there can be no empathy for quitters.  

Of course, training isn’t just about beating recruits down, although that is a large part of 

it. The instructors do try to instill important lessons on recruits. Most importantly, in BUD/S 

recruits can never quit on their mission, on their teammates, or on themselves. Beginning with 

BUD/S, the tenant that SEALs “never quit” recurs throughout SEALs’ careers.69 This resilient 

commitment is particularly tested as instructors intentionally make quitting exceptionally easy 
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and tempting.70 Importantly, the notion that SEALs never quit follows SEALs to the battlefield.71 

SEALs are not forced to love every mission they are tasked with on the Teams. But they are 

expected to not quit on any mission. And since, the point of training is to prepare recruits for 

war, they must to learn to never quit, ever. 

Another BUD/S saying, “It pays to be a winner,” emphasizes the utmost importance of 

completing the mission through teamwork, creativity, attention to detail, and sometimes 

aggressive, dogged persistence.72 While never quitting speaks to the resilience expected of all 

SEALs, “It pays to be a winner,” alludes to the importance of opting in to challenging 

experiences. Rather than simply enduring hardships, SEALs always try to win by pushing 

themselves to the limits and encouraging teammates to do the same. Instructors often make 

recruits compete against each other where the winners get breaks. The point of winning is that 

SEALs don’t scrape by with the bare minimum. SEALs don’t merely survive in brutal conditions 

such as those on a battlefield, they are expected to win. As Blehm notes about Adam Brown’s 

training, “Instructors know that every student is exhausted, but ‘winners’ prove they can dig deep 

when they’re at their breaking point, finding that something extra when their bodies tell them 

nothing is left.”73 
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A subset of the expression “It pays to be a winner” is the value placed on creative 

thinking, sometimes referred to as, “If you ain’t cheating, you ain’t trying.”74 Notably, creative 

thinking in combat is impossible if a SEAL is not mentally focused and disciplined. Thus, by 

emphasizing creative thinking, SEAL instructors reinforce the importance of mental discipline as 

a central component of the SEAL identity. Furthermore, the special-ops community holds the 

unique notion that a win is a win regardless of how it is achieved. SEAL Teams regularly fight 

outmanned and outgunned so “cheating” is often reformulated as inventive thought so long as it 

achieves victory or success. Needless to say, this ingenuity never includes exploiting teammates. 

Acceptable uses of creative thinking during BUD/S often involve paying close attention to 

details and exploiting loopholes which is certainly relevant for SEALs on the battlefield. For 

example, an instructor may order recruits to paddle their rafts around a buoy and back. In most 

cases, the recruits paddle around the furthest buoy. But in some cases, when the instructor 

doesn’t specify, a boat crew may paddle around the closest buoy.  The instructors may commend 

the winning boat crew for paying attention to the details of orders and remind the other boats, “It 

pays to be a winner.” Alternatively, the winning boat crew may be sent out to redo the course; 

any potential victory comes with risk. Also, at BUD/S Marcus Luttrell switched with his twin 

brother Morgan for a few days of training; later his brother would finish college and become a 

proper SEAL himself.75 On a different occasion, O’Neill and his roommates noticed that the 

instructors ensured that every room failed inspection and had to do extra PT. So instead of trying 
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to make their room spotless, O’Neill and his friends trashed their own room hoping to amuse 

their instructors enough to get out of the extra PT. Surprisingly, it worked. O’Neill recalls 

learning an important lesson that day, “Don’t be afraid to think outside the box. There is never a 

perfect plan. Impossibilities only exist until somebody does it. We thought this way, gave it a 

shot, and won. Mission success.”76 

Furthermore, SEAL instructors demand particular physical behaviors from recruits to 

reinforce their expectation that recruits must mentally embrace the adversity of BUD/S rather 

than shrink away from it. For any order in BUD/S, the expected response involves a “Hooyah!” 

shouted enthusiastically. As Luttrell recalls, “We don’t say yes, or right away, or thanks a lot, or 

understand and will comply. We say hooyah. It’s a BUD/S thing… that’s how students respond 

to an instructor.”77 It means a combination of “Yes,” “Understood,” and “go get ‘em.” It is just 

one example of how instructors try to make recruits mentally reformulate their suffering. 

Another example is the SEAL motto, “The only easy day was yesterday.” It signifies how 

SEALs constantly and enthusiastically choose to work in and through adversity without the 

expectation of things getting any easier. Often, instructors intentionally cause recruits to suffer as 

a “motivational tool” even when they do things right.78 The point is for recruits to understand 

that often combat will be unfair even when they do everything right, but they must still keep their 

bearing and continue to perform. Back before he was himself a SEAL, O’Neill recalls meeting a 
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SEAL and the first thing he noticed was his “positive confidence.”79 Through training, O’Neill 

learned to approach challenges in the same way.  

Lastly, as part of their commitment to ensuring that recruits thrive in battle, SEAL 

instructors teach recruits the importance of teamwork. In battle, SEALs succeed as a team and 

fail as individuals. The team success/individual failure dynamic is emphasized in BUD/S. 

Recruits quit and are rolled back on an individual basis, but they receive rewards from instructors 

as groups based on their boat crew’s success. Individual accomplishment is emphasized only as a 

means to an end. SEAL Teams cannot have any weak links. An individual SEAL’s physical and 

mental excellence is not meant for his own benefit, but for the benefit of his Team. Many 

members of BUD/S classes who pass reflect on the experience and credit their classmates for a 

large portion of their collective success. If mental discipline is the secret to not failing, teamwork 

is the secret to succeeding. More than any physical attribute or skill, teamwork is the secret to 

success at BUD/S.80 As Instructor Reno bluntly told Marcus Luttrell and his classmates, “If you 

guys don’t start pulling together as a team, none of you will be here.”81 

The worst thing a SEAL can do would be to let a teammate down. The worst way to let a 

teammate down would be to quit, which is why it is unacceptable. Even from Day One, recruits 

are paired up with swim buddies with whom they do every exercise. Even if your swim buddy is 

slower than you, you stick with them and leave it to the instructors to sort out the rest.82 For 
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example, on one occasion in a SEAL documentary, a SEAL instructor yells loudly at a recruit on 

the front of the boat for struggling to keep the boat hoisted overhead. The instructor asks if he’s 

struggling because other recruits aren’t pulling their weight to which the recruit responds no. The 

camera pans to show the recruit behind the one being berated is barely even touching the raft to 

hold it up, clearly minimum effort. A few scenes later that slacking recruit quits while the one 

being berated makes it through BUD/S.83 Again, the instructors are very intentional. They clearly 

could see who the problem was, and they knew he’d be gone eventually. However, they wanted 

the other recruits to learn that it was never acceptable to throw a teammate under the bus 

regardless of the circumstances. After heavy dropouts, the instructors reshuffle boat crews to 

ensure that every group has a full team. Teamwork, unsurprisingly, is the core of the SEAL 

Teams and it is reinforced heavily in BUD/S.  

All these lessons are put to the ultimate test during Hell Week. Hell Week is the period of 

torment discussed in the opening pages of this chapter. During Hell Week, students only get 

about four hours of sleep total and are constantly exercising and suffering. Hell Week causes the 

highest attrition in all of BUD/S. Over the week, the lessons of BUD/S’ First Phase are all tested 

but failure is still not an option.84 Over the course of Hell Week, everything the recruits have 

already been taught gets taken to the extreme to simulate wartime conditions. Accordingly, since 

the SEAL instructors want their recruits to thrive in battle, they expect the recruits to comparably 

elevate their ordinary resolve to extraordinary levels. As an instructor described it, “You’re about 
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to go to war for the first time and the enemy is all your doubts, all your fears, and everybody you 

know back home who said you couldn’t do this. Keep your head down and keep moving forward 

no matter what, never quit, and you’ll be fine.”85 By making it through Hell Week, recruits prove 

that they can handle the pressure and would rather die than quit. When the last day of Hell Week 

rolls around, all the recruits gather together to triumphantly cheer, “Hell Week secured!”86 

Those remaining after Hell Week have proven they have the physical ability and mental 

fortitude to make it as SEALs, all that remains is to learn the warrior skills they will need. This 

skill training happens during Phase Two (Dive Phase) and Phase Three (Land Warfare) of 

BUD/S and continues throughout a SEAL’s career. The activities during these phases are quite 

dangerous with drowning, live explosives, and firearms all posing risks to students. The point of 

Phases Two and Three is to teach the Sea and Land components of SEAL (the Air component 

comes after BUD/S at specialized jump schools). Recruits are trained on diving, detonations, and 

firearms tactics. The exact details of the training are classified since the Navy doesn’t want the 

world to know exactly how and what their SEALs are trained to do. For some students, Phase 

Three may be their first time behind a rifle. This further illustrates that the SEALs place warrior 

skills behind physical and mental ability. So long as a man has the first two, the Navy believes 

they can teach him to be a SEAL. These phases are still mentally taxing though. Attention to 

detail is paramount as is preparation. As O’Neill bluntly puts it, “This would be my first glimpse 

of the truth that would be pounded into me in years to come: Preparation is everything.”87 
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Overall, Phase Two and Three continue the emphasis throughout training of bringing the recruits 

closer and closer to war. [Further details on Hell Week, Phase Two, and Phase Three are 

available in Appendix C] 

By the end of Phase Three, recruits have been in BUD/S for almost six months (longer 

for those who get rolled back a class). When BUD/S graduation finally arrives, successful 

recruits understand why BUD/S is a training course like no other. Beyond simply teaching 

recruits new skills and abilities, BUD/S is foundational to the SEAL identity. SEALs of all 

generations can share and bond over BUD/S stories. During one exchange at a SEAL reunion, 

Robert O’Neill asked an old man with a WWII cap on when he went through BUD/S since 

BUD/S didn’t exist before the sixties. The man responded, “June 6, 1944.  There was [BUD/S] 

on Omaha Beach, son. Know your heritage.”88 For O’Neill, going through BUD/S was his 

opportunity to be part of this heritage. At BUD/S graduation, generally about 10% of the recruits 

who started are still there. For Kyle, that meant about two dozen guys graduated from a starting 

class of over 200.89 But among the recruits left, BUD/S develops the camaraderie necessary to 

effectively perform as a team in combat. Together these recruits learned to never quit and that it 

pays to be a winner. Watching classmates drop out around them, they learned to see themselves 

as different. Through hardship, those who pass BUD/S trust each other’s ability and character. 

As Kyle summarizes the BUD/S experience, “Getting through BUD/S and being a SEAL is more 

                                                
 

87 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal 
Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 21. 

 
88 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal 

Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 23. 
 
89 Chris Kyle, American Sniper: The Autobiography of the Most Lethal Sniper in U.S. Military History 

(New York, NY: W. Morrow, 2012), 37. 



58 
 
 

about mental toughness than anything else. Being stubborn and refusing to give in is the key to 

success. Somehow I’d stumbled onto a winning formula.” Everyone else at BUD/S graduation 

tapped into that same formula to get there.  

While passing BUD/S is an important milestone along the path to the extraordinary and 

exclusive world of SEALs, it is not the last one. After BUD/S, SEAL recruits begin their 

advanced training. This generally consists of three weeks of airborne training (for the Air 

component of SEAL) and another six months at SEAL Qualification Training (SQT). SQT 

overlaps some with BUD/S and further refines the skills of all SEALs who take it. By this point, 

very few people drop out of the SEAL funnel. Eventually, upon completion of SQT, SEAL 

recruits finally earn the right to be called SEALs. They are also awarded their SEAL Tridents, 

coveted golden pins unique to SEALs featuring an eagle, globe, flintlock, and of course a trident. 

Among SEALs, officers and enlisted wear the same pin. Both groups go through the same 

training and serve on the same Teams. As such, Kyle notes that, “rank is a funny concept in the 

Teams,” because experience is valued more than one’s military grade.90 This serves as another 

reminder that on the Teams there are not superiors and subordinates, but brothers in arms. After 

receiving their pins, the SEALs (formerly SEAL recruits) are officially assigned to SEAL 

Teams.  

Upon joining their Team, they begin another phase of training. During this advanced 

training, SEALs are trained in specific skills to benefit the Team such as sniper, explosive 

breacher, or corpsman (medic). After a period of individual training, the SEAL Team trains 

together as a unit in preparation for deployment. This cycle of individual training, team training, 
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and deployment continues throughout a SEAL’s career. As a commanding officer told Adam 

Brown upon completing BUD/S, “You’ll train for the rest of your lives.”91  

As Luttrell tersely describes the whole ordeal of becoming a SEAL, “When someone tells 

you he is in the SEAL Teams, it means he has passed every test, been accepted by some of the 

hardest taskmasters in the military. And a short nod of respect is in order, because it’s harder to 

become a Navy SEAL than it is to get into Harvard Law School. Different, but harder.”92 BUD/S 

is certainly renowned for its difficulty and its unique prowess at developing physical strength, 

mental ability, and warrior skills among its recruits. But certainly BUD/S is best defined by the 

breed of warriors it produces, U.S. Navy SEALs.  

No single feature or checklist of tests set SEALs apart. Having examined the whole 

process of becoming a SEAL, one fact becomes quite clear: SEALs do not become SEALs in 

one moment, rather they never quit at becoming SEALs at any moment. In BUD/S, recruits 

slowly augment their ordinary personal identity with extraordinary SEAL characteristics. BUD/S 

is a process of transformation, not reinvention. SEALs don’t leave their “old selves” at the door 

in order to earn their Tridents. Instead, by grasping the extraordinary from within the ordinary, 

SEALs expand their conception of self. A U.S. Navy SEAL is not only comprised of 

extraordinary SEAL characteristics at the expense of all else. Having attained the extraordinary, 

they then balance it with the ordinary in their lives. Dialectically, the full SEAL identity is a 

composite between the ordinary and the extraordinary. Though SEALs must attain the 

extraordinary to become SEALs, the resulting SEAL identity that they embody is fundamentally 
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an indistinguishable amalgamation of the original ordinary self alongside the added 

extraordinary attributes. 

In this light, it is easy to see why civilians may be so drawn to SEAL narratives. SEALs 

never start as SEALs, but with physical ability and mental fortitude, they transcend the limits of 

the ordinary. For civilians struggling with personal and societal issues, observing these responses 

among SEALs in BUD/S can inspire them to act similarly and cause them to identify their role 

models as superheroes. However, BUD/S is not an exercise unto itself. It prepares recruits for 

what they will encounter on the battlefield. Even in combat, the personal and professional 

lessons of BUD/S impact SEALs’ lives. As the next chapter will expose, for most SEALs, those 

skills are put to the test sooner than they think.  
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CHAPTER II: WOLVES, SHEEP, AND SHEEPDOGS 

“It’s not who I am underneath, but what I do that defines me.” - Bruce Wayne aka Batman, 

Batman Begins (2005)93 

“Cause if we can’t protect the earth, you can be damn well sure we’ll avenge it.” - Tony Stark 

aka Iron Man, Avengers (2012)94 

Though the public generally sees and defines SEALs by their training and battlefield 

accomplishments since those actions are relatively well documented, it is far more challenging to 

grasp how SEALs understand themselves in the midst of their experiences. Trying to pierce this 

mystery of SEALs’ self-definition, Clint Eastwood inserts a seemingly inconsequential scene 

early on in American Sniper where Chris Kyle’s father, Wayne Kyle, lectures his sons at the 

dinner table after a fight at school. Wayne begins bluntly, “There are three types of people in this 

world: sheep, wolves, and sheepdogs. Now some people prefer to believe that evil doesn’t exist 

in the world, and if it ever darkened their doorstep, they wouldn’t know how to protect 

themselves... those are the sheep. Then you got predators who use violence to prey on the weak. 

They’re the wolves.”95 At this point, the scene cuts to show a bully beating up Chris Kyle’s 

younger brother Jeff. Wayne returns, “Then there are those blessed with the gift of aggression 

and an overpowering need to protect the flock. These men are the rare breed that live to confront 

the wolf. They are the sheepdog.”96 The scene now cuts to show a young Chris Kyle jump into 

                                                
 

93 Batman Begins, directed by Christopher Nolan (Warner Bros, 2005). 
 
94 The Avengers, directed by Joss Whedon (Marvel Studios, 2012). 
 
95 American Sniper, directed by Clint Eastwood (Warner Brothers, 2014), Amazon.com, 00:4:50-00:6:00, 

accessed 4/9/19, https://www.amazon.com/American-Sniper-Bradley-Cooper/dp/B00RFHVCFI. 
 
96 American Sniper, directed by Clint Eastwood (Warner Brothers, 2014), Amazon.com, 00:4:50-00:6:00, 

accessed 4/9/19, https://www.amazon.com/American-Sniper-Bradley-Cooper/dp/B00RFHVCFI. 



62 
 
 

the fight and proceed to beat down the bully. Back at the dining table, Wayne begins to get 

angry, clearly unsure of his sons’ roles in the fight that ended with the bully in rougher shape 

than either of them. Wayne snaps, “Now we’re not raising any sheep in this family, and I will 

whoop your ass if you turn into a wolf…But we take care of our own. And if someone picks a 

fight with you or bullies your brother, you have my permission to finish it.”97 Chris then 

volunteers that the bully was picking on Jeff first, which his little brother confirms. Having 

established the facts, Wayne follows up with a final question for Chris, “And did you finish it?” 

Chris responds affirmatively. Wayne then concludes with a final, poignant remark that sets the 

tone for the rest of the film, “Then you know who you are… you know your purpose.”98 

A close reading of this scene reveals just about everything there is to know about how 

SEALs view themselves. They acknowledge evil in the world; they reject the weakness of the 

sheep and they train to possess the strength of the wolves; they aggressively counterattack the 

wolves of the world because they desire to protect the weak; they don’t start conflicts, but they 

do finish them. All this can be understood within the paradigm of sheep, wolves, and sheepdogs. 

Navy SEALs are sheepdogs. They repeatedly demonstrate a borderline-superhuman level of 

tactical effectiveness against America’s adversaries by personally and decisively conducting 

clandestine operations. Moreover, SEALs respond to the existential threat of ideological 

terrorism by reinforcing the paradigm of an ongoing struggle between good and evil and framing 

themselves as protectors in this conflict who do what is unpleasant, yet necessary, for the greater 

good. Once again, the SEAL identity is found in the middle of dialectics. As sheepdogs, SEALs 
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occupy the position between wolves and sheep. As guardians, SEALs must tow the thin moral 

line between good and evil. Most of all, given their occupation as professional soldiers, SEALs 

must rely on their extraordinary skills without losing hold of their ordinary humanity which 

grounds their actions. 

Fundamentally, in order to view themselves as sheepdogs, Navy SEALs must define the 

characteristics of the sheepdog, codifying how the sheepdog interacts with the wolves and the 

sheep. The sheepdog is defined by two key attributes: will and ability. Sheepdogs must retain the 

will to fight against the evil of the world and the ability to do so effectively. This will/ability 

dialectic is a very weighty concept. Notably, among the sheep who are not ignorant of the evil of 

the world, many desire to fight back, but they lack the ability. Likewise, wolves theoretically 

have the ability to do good because of their strength but they lack the will to do so. In reality 

though, the total depravity of wolves prevents them from behaving nobly in any way. Only the 

sheepdogs possess both will and ability. 

Different SEALs utilize different terms to label this phenomenon, but they all inevitably 

describe the same will/ability dialectic in their memoirs. Robert O’Neill goes further and 

explains that the combination of will and ability led to the creation of the Navy SEALs in the 

first place. Referring to the evolution of Navy UDT divers into multi-mission capable SEAL 

operators, O’Neill quotes UDT officer Lt. Ted Fielding: “We were ready to do what no one else 

could do, and what nobody else wanted to do.”99 Because Navy SEALs possessed the power to 

fight the enemy in so many ways as a result of their intense training, they also assumed the 

responsibility for all U.S. Navy special operations. That last phrase should sound familiar beyond 
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just the sheep, wolf, sheepdog paradigm. Within Spiderman lore, in his final conversation with 

the recently-superpowered Peter Parker, Uncle Ben reminds his surrogate son, “With great power 

comes great responsibility.”100 Often referenced by comic fans and even quoted by the U.S. 

Supreme Court, this pithy comment suggests that the moral obligation to do the right thing falls 

squarely upon those who have the ability to change situations for the better. The fact that SEALs 

share this same belief only further reinforces their association with superheroes. It also drives 

home the point that SEALs cannot be passive sheepdogs. They cannot sit idly by with ‘good 

intentions;’ rather they must act decisively to truly fulfill their calling. This is part of the reason 

why Chris Kyle notes “that the worst possible torture for a SEAL” is not facing combat, but 

instead “missing out on the action.”101  

Having established the nature of the sheepdog and the conscious compulsion to act upon 

that nature, it is worth exploring how exactly SEALs interact with sheep and wolves. First, the 

sheepdogs do not look down upon the sheep. It is in the sheep’s nature to be helpless so they 

cannot be faulted for it. Ironically, in their infancy and youth, every SEAL was an ordinary, 

helpless sheep at some point. SEALs only develop the physical and mental strength required to 

be a sheepdog and protect others as they grow into adulthood. However, their present self-

conception as sheepdogs, ontologically distinct from sheep, speaks to the thoroughness of 

BUD/S’ conditioning which significantly forms how they come to view themselves. Throughout 

BUD/S, SEALs are taught to see themselves as fundamentally different from the quitters. They 

are instructed to assume ownership and agency for their own fate. Marcus Luttrell prefaces his 
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chapter on BUD/S with the promise that the training narrative will help explain “why we 

[SEALs] thought we were so goddamned superior to everyone else.”102 He dismisses SEALs 

self-perception as “premature triumph” or “mere confidence,” and instead lands on the term 

“higher form of consciousness.”103 He elaborates, “Only men who have gone through what we 

went through can understand the difference between us and the rest. In the military, even the rest 

understand what it takes to scale the heights of combat excellence.”104 In short, a SEAL’s 

confidence, or perhaps even cockiness, comes from training and seeing themselves as different 

from the rest of the world. As such, due to the ostensibly vast distinction between the sheep and 

the sheepdogs, the sheepdogs are responsible for defending the sheep.  

On the other hand, the wolves are the antithesis of the sheepdogs. Throughout their 

memoirs, SEALs consistently call out the wickedness of terrorists that they fight. Chris Kyle’s 

opening chapter is pointedly entitled, “Evil in the Crosshairs.” The depravity of the enemy is 

repeatedly emphasized throughout SEAL stories. In one heinous example, Chris Kyle recalls 

clearing a house with a terrorist torture chamber in the basement. Kyle remembers, “There were 

two men hanging from chains on the wall…Both had been severely tortured with electric shock 

and God knows what else. They were both Iraqi, apparently mentally retarded--the insurgents 

had wanted to make sure they wouldn’t talk to us but decided to have a little fun with them 

first…There were amputated limbs, and more blood than you can imagine.”105 These examples 
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reinforce an important point: terrorists are not regular people who do bad things or who fight for 

the wrong side. Rather, from the SEAL perspective, the terrorist is wholly wicked. In this 

instance, the Iraqi terrorists had tortured their own people, two Iraqi civilians, to death. To make 

matters worse, the two victims were mentally disabled and totally incapable of defending 

themselves (the very definition of wolves preying on the sheep). Kyle also notes “many of the 

insurgents were cowards” and undisciplined fighters.106 Taken together, Kyle and several of his 

teammates simply refer to terrorists as “savages.”107 Marcus Luttrell summarizes, “We know 

about bad guys, what they do, and, often who they are” and in response, “We do what’s 

necessary.”108 For SEALs who claim to understand the true nature of terrorists, there is only one 

way to handle the “savages,” execution. 

From Luttrell’s perspective, the sheepdogs cannot simply wait for the wolves to attack; 

instead, they must relentlessly hunt the wolves. A SEAL’s mission to protect is carried out by 

proactively seeking out and neutralizing the enemy. Notably, this is another SEAL dialectic. For 

SEALs, the only way to protect is to kill, and the only reason to kill is to protect. The sheepdogs 

are actually quite similar to the wolves; both are dangerous and capable of wrecking devastation 

upon the weak. In the roughest of terms, terrorists kill people because of their ideology and 

SEALs kill people because of their ideology. But crucially, instead of preying on the sheep, the 
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sheepdogs direct their aggression toward the wolves. So in SEAL terms, the terrorists harm the 

innocent which provokes SEALs to hunt the terrorists.  

However, a contradiction seemingly exists between ‘wolf hunting’ and not starting fights. 

If SEALs/sheepdogs don’t want to start fights, why do they actively pursue wolves? The key 

here is that wolves already ‘started it’ when they assumed their nature. A wolf is only a wolf 

after it preys on the sheep. Accordingly, sheepdogs don’t start fights by hunting wolves; they 

hunt wolves to finish fights, just as Wayne Kyle instructed Chris at the beginning of American 

Sniper. For SEALs, this logic is quite straightforward and easily applicable to their job. In short, 

SEALs believe every terrorist earned a death sentence when the planes struck the Twin Towers 

on 9/11. At that point, it was up to the SEALs to carry that sentence out.109 As Chris Kyle bluntly 

writes, “They all deserved to die.”110 

For SEALs, the wolf, sheep, sheepdog dynamic also helps explain their motivations for 

pursuing a career as the warrior elite in the first place. Undoubtedly, SEALs fully buy into 

American exceptionalism; they love America, their states, and their hometowns. For example, 

Adam Brown carried an Arkansas flag with him into battle and would often boast to his 

comrades about his Arkansas Bubble Theory.111 Brown’s bubble theory explained how the state 

of Arkansas took pride in being potentially self-sufficient, a quality which SEALs certainly 

respect. Similarly, Chris Kyle always carried an American flag with him into battle.112 Among 
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SEALs, the desire to fight is often linked with the patriotic desire to defend the country they 

love. Marcus Luttrell summarizes this sentiment by noting that the path of a Navy SEAL is the 

path of a “supreme patriot.”113 By painting SEALs as sheepdogs, the wolf, sheep, sheepdog 

dynamic connects a patriotic love of country with a desire to fight. As sheepdogs, it makes 

perfect sense that SEALs must fight to protect what they love. Accordingly, the wolf, sheep, 

sheepdog paradigm affirms and even exaggerates SEALs’ long held beliefs. 

So, there you have it: SEALs are sheepdogs with the will and ability to hunt wolves and 

protect sheep. Everything seems so well-ordered and tidy on paper. Of course, nothing really is 

that straightforward, especially not when combat is involved. As the military saying goes, no 

plan survives first contact with the enemy. For military leaders, that phrase means that even the 

best laid plans will need adjusting once a committed enemy begins to fight back. Within the fog 

of war, everything, including morality, can start to seem a bit hazy. As such, the moral clarity 

provided by the wolf, sheep, sheepdog paradigm often buckles under pressure leading to many 

situations of moral ambiguity where right and wrong become less distinct. On top of the innate 

moral ambiguity of the modern battlefield, the stakes for making the right decision also increase; 

doubt or a moment of hesitation could mean death for a SEAL or their teammate. Furthermore, 

though we have previously discussed the reasons leading some SEALs to join up, there is the full 

possibility that those motives may have been naïve. Indeed, for some SEALs, though their high 

patriotic calling to fight remains present, it fails to keep them going day to day in combat. 

Inevitably there appears a significant chasm between the lofty ideals SEALs aspire toward and 
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the gritty realities before them in combat. For all these reasons, the wolf, sheep, sheepdog must 

be evaluated as it applies to battlefield conditions, not just how it functions in theory. Important 

questions need answering: Years after joining up, why do SEALs continue to fight? And how do 

SEALs achieve clarity of task and purpose while at war?  

The short answer is that sheepdogs should not be confused with white knights in shining 

armor; SEALs are not shining paragons of moral virtue. Rather, SEALs are more like anti-heroes 

than heroes. SEALs often find themselves choosing among actions which do not offer a perfect 

or morally blameless outcome. BUD/S does the best it can to train SEALs to be warriors, but it 

cannot hope to fully prepare SEALs for the harsh decisions they regularly face as a consequence 

of the grim realities of war. Take for example the opening scene of American Sniper where Chris 

Kyle must choose between shooting a terrorist woman and her child versus saving the lives of an 

American patrol.114 Due to the presence of such no-win scenarios in combat, SEALs do not have 

the luxury of maintaining an idealistic worldview as the sheep often do. Accordingly, they 

cannot hold themselves to a standard of perfunctory moral blamelessness, nor should they. 

Instead, they take the world as it is, ugly and all, and they act as they can in response to it. For 

them, what should be done in an ideal world is less important than what can be done, or more 

accurately what needs to be done.115 SEALs, as sheepdogs, don’t have to be innocent like the 

sheep. SEALs just need to act and as men of action they must create simpler frameworks for 

themselves to make sense of wartime confusion. Unsurprisingly, the world is not that 
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complicated from a SEAL’s point of view; it needs to be straightforward for them in combat. 

The biggest intellectual move that SEALs make is to accept that there are simply terrible people 

out there who need to be put down. Subsequent to that assessment, morality seemingly clears 

itself up. Due process should be done, but terrorists need to be shot before they can hurt anyone 

else. Likewise, justice is a nice thought, but when it is not possible, SEALs will happily settle for 

revenge. 

Furthermore, in the context of a warzone, the wolf, sheep, sheepdog paradigm shrinks to 

become more intimate and more adversarial. Disconnected from the ‘sheep’ back home, the 

SEALs’ fight becomes more about the wolves. The motivation to protect doesn’t disappear, it 

just gets reinterpreted. When SEALs fight, they are fighting to protect each other. When they 

fight, SEALs try to protect the innocent civilians caught in the crossfire in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

But all the work that SEALs do centers around fighting. SEAL reputations are based on their 

accomplishments and their accomplishments are typically defined by their triumphs over or valor 

against the enemy. SEALs don’t hand out relief supplies and they don’t stand watch running 

guard duty. By day and night, SEALs pursue, hunt, raid, and attack terrorists. For SEALs, killing 

the wolves is the supreme act of protection. In their view, removing the wolves, especially when 

they are so dangerous, is the best way to ensure protection of the sheep. The sheep are the 

beneficiaries of the sheepdogs’ aggression. When SEALs fight to kill a local terrorist in Fallujah, 

they see themselves protecting the civilians in that neighborhood and the allied soldiers who 

regularly operate there. In the same fashion, by fulfilling their role within a SEAL Team, be it 

assaulter, breacher, sniper, etc., each SEAL protects their fellow teammates and they trust their 

teammates to do the same.  



71 
 
 

Take for example the film summary Amazon.com provides for American Sniper: “U.S. 

Navy SEAL Chris Kyle is sent to Iraq with only one mission to protect his brothers-in-arms. His 

pinpoint accuracy saves countless lives on the battlefield.”116 The whole film is couched within 

the notion of protection, but that protection is explicitly made possible through the killing. 

Taking life becomes a way to save life. Acting on their aggression is the way in which SEALs 

enact their protection of the sheep. In some respects, the sheep become a secondary concern 

within the all-consuming desire to kill the wolves. Understood in the context of 9/11, many of 

the sheep have already died meaning they can no longer even be protected. This further 

reinforces the SEAL emphasis on revenge mentioned earlier. SEALs can’t protect the dead, but 

they can protect each other, and avenge the dead by killing the wolves. Because of 9/11, 

everything SEALs do can be reframed as retaliatory. Even when SEALs are on the offensive, 

they didn’t strike first. For a SEAL, their overlapping duties to protect their teammates, allied 

soldiers, local civilians, and civilians back home are all fulfilled by killing terrorists. 

Moreover, the moral confusion of war is alleviated within the wolf vs. sheepdog faceoff. 

Take for example, the simple yet profound question SEALs regularly face: can I kill this person? 

Chris Kyle reflects on this question at one point in his memoir.117 Though the Rules of 

Engagement (ROE) technically serve as a de jure moral code for soldiers, Kyle pondered the 

question on a personal level. Could he kill in self-defense? Yes. In direct defense of others? Yes. 

Could he kill a man preparing to attack, but who had not attacked yet? Yes. What about terrorists 

who had attacked, been beaten, disengaged, and who were running away? Also, yes. Most people 
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would draw the line for lethal force somewhere along that progression, but not for Chris Kyle 

and not for most SEALs. For SEALs, a terrorist in just about any condition or situation is fair 

game. Especially for snipers, relatively safe hidden and out of range, immediate self-defense was 

not the operative issue. As SEALs see it, in the big picture, killing a terrorist in any situation 

means defending someone from them either presently or later on. Chris Kyle concludes, “I only 

wish I had killed more.”118 

As Chris Kyle’s quote reveals, SEALs also have a rather unique temperament about 

killing. Most people would be shaken up or feel guilty about killing someone in even the most 

defensible situations. But SEALs don’t experience that form of regret. Most of the time, for 

SEALs, killing is just a part of the job. For example, on the same page Kyle ponders the morality 

of killing, he explains his trigger pull technique, his sight picture, and how he keeps both eyes 

open for better situational awareness when shooting. For him, killing was typically mechanical. 

At another point, Kyle describes killing a woman about to throw a grenade into American troops. 

He notes, “She was already dead. I was just making sure she didn’t take any Marines with 

her.”119 Among SEALs there is the understanding that terrorists have already condemned 

themselves because of their actions and SEALs just get the responsibility and pleasure of killing 

them. “Pleasure” is not used glibly. If SEALs experience any emotion when killing it is likely to 

be pleasure or anger.   

It should come as no surprise that SEALs hate terrorists. Amid the aftermath of 9/11, the 

film American Sniper shows Chris Kyle’s SEAL team cheer when they hear that they are about 
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to be deployed.120 Like all Americans, they were angry following the attack on the Twin Towers, 

but they got the unique opportunity to do something about it; they had the chance to get payback. 

They were legitimately excited to collect payback. As should be clear by now, revenge and 

payback are consistent motivators for SEALs.121 Acting on those impulses necessarily means 

killing in anger and cold blood and feeling good for doing so. Though unpopular, SEALs readily 

admit this.  

Remembering his first sniper kill, Chris Kyle recalls, “My shots saved several 

Americans, whose lives were clearly worth more than that woman’s twisted soul. I can stand 

before God with a clear conscience about doing my job. But I truly, deeply hated the evil that 

woman possessed. I hate it to this day.”122 Within this quote, it is evident that Kyle’s deepest 

motivation for shooting was to protect others which affords him a clear conscience. 

Nevertheless, he took pleasure, and even pride, in doing it. Also hidden within this quote is the 

dehumanization of terrorists prevalent among SEALs. Kyle regarded his victim’s life as less 

valuable than that of another human. From his perspective, because the terrorists (wolves) are so 

dangerous and so depraved, they are too dangerous to be kept alive. In fact, since they are 

savages and sub-human, it is unclear if they are even entitled to the same rights as normal 

people. Yet no matter how twisted this mindset may appear to outsiders, for SEALs it is all still 

justified. SEALs’ brutality against terrorists makes sense because of the intrinsic evil of the 
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terrorists and the threat they pose to the sheep. In fact, the SEALs’ perpetual struggle against 

terrorists begins to look a lot like another classic struggle between good and evil. 

The emphasis on the wolf vs. sheepdog struggle further situates SEALs within the realm 

of superhero conventions. Ask just about any comic book or superhero movie fan, they will have 

a much easier job naming five of their favorite superhero’s arch-nemeses than they would 

naming five civilians that the same superhero saved. Superheroes and SEALs are defined by 

what they do, but they are also defined by what they oppose. Take for example, Captain America 

fighting the Neo-Nazi organization Hydra or Batman fighting the ever comical, chaotic Joker. 

Without supervillains, superheroes either win too easily or have nothing to do at all. Likewise, 

before 9/11, SEALs trained month after month, year after year for a fight that might never come. 

But after 9/11, SEALs found their supervillains among the terrorists of Al Qaeda and their 

purpose became clear. Some saw combat for the first time when they deployed after 9/11. Put 

another way, the sheepdog only has a purpose so long as there is a wolf. Without the 

terrorist/wolf/supervillain, the SEAL/sheepdog/superhero has little reason for existing. By their 

very nature, these protective archetypes only exist in response to perpetrated evil. 

The alternative option to a policy of response is a policy of first strike, which is anathema 

for a superhero. The entirety of Captain America: The Winter Soldier (2014) is based on the 

premise of pre-emptively neutralizing potential terrorist threats. Needless to say, Captain 

America remarks, “I thought the punishment usually came after the crime,” and spends the 

majority of the film working to stop the plan. At the risk of sounding repetitive, this emphasis on 

response instead of initiation leads SEALs and superheroes to lean on revenge-type motives. 

Sometimes, SEALs and superheroes look so similar on this point that the line between them 

begins to blur.  
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Chris Kyle recalls how his platoon called themselves the “Punishers” and branded all 

their gear with the Punisher logo. In case the connection isn’t clear, Kyle clarifies, “The Punisher 

debuted in a Marvel comic book series in the 1970’s. He’s a real bad-ass who rights wrongs, 

delivering vigilante justice…That’s what we were all about. So we adapted his symbol - a skull - 

and made it our own.”123 More than simply serving as decorative regalia, the logo was meant to 

send a message to those who opposed Kyle’s SEAL platoon, just like the logo on most superhero 

costumes. According to Kyle that message was, “You see us? We’re the people kicking your ass. 

Fear us. Because we will kill you, motherfucker. You are bad. We are badder. We are bad-

ass.”124  

In many ways, the power of the superhero is only fully revealed when they fight and 

surpass a supervillain who is almost their equal. The danger posed by supervillains is real and 

fighting them is so challenging that ordinary people couldn’t hope to match them. That leads to 

the need for the superhero or the sheepdog or the SEAL. The odds are always stacked against 

these protectors. The wolf has the homefield advantage and gets to choose when and where to 

attack. The wolves also possess relatively equal capabilities to the sheepdogs. The sheepdogs do 

not greatly outclass the wolves meaning their victories are not easily won because of vast 

superiority. In military terms, both SEALs and terrorists have access to guns, mortars, and 

explosives. But eventually after hard fought struggle, the sheepdog generally edges out the wolf 

because of superior training and teamwork. With vigor and attention to detail, SEALs too 

regularly snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, or perhaps the jaws of the wolf. 
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Fortunately, SEALs are uniquely capable of fighting the wolves as Chris Kyle evidently 

wholeheartedly believes. The reader should not forget that SEALs are very, very dangerous 

people. They train for years, and sometimes decades, to kill with clinical efficiency without even 

making a sound and they never stop fighting until they are all dead or they win. Failure is 

anathema to the SEAL. To quote SEAL and Medal of Honor winner, Lt. Michael Murphy, 

wounded and facing 35 to 1 odds, “Fuck surrender.”125 For a SEAL, the biggest failure is not to 

die in battle, but to give up. Luttrell elaborates on his colleague’s sentiments, “Surrender would 

have been a disgrace to our community, like ringing the bell at the edge of the grinder and 

putting your helmet in the line. No one who had made it this far, to this no-man’s land in the 

Afghan mountains, would have dreamed of giving up.”126  

Furthermore, SEALs are even more dangerous due to their exceptional zeal for their 

work. For example, rather than allow his platoon to fight on without him, Chris Kyle arranged to 

be medevac’d into Ramadi, then one of the most dangerous cities in the world.127 Looking back 

on his time at war, Chris Kyle directly remarks, ‘I loved what I did.”128 Unfortunately, SEALs’ 

passion for protecting through killing can lead them deep into morally grey areas. On a separate 

occasion, Kyle recalls becoming bored with the constant violence his team faced. In response, 

Kyle and his teammates began playing around to kill in unique ways such as trying to get pistol 
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kills. He notes, “At times it was a game—when you’re in a firefight every day, you start looking 

for a little variety.”129 Even Kyle’s language surrounding killing becomes reminiscent of a hunt 

or a game when he mentions “bagging” insurgents.130 In perhaps the most extreme circumstance, 

on a quiet day, Kyle and his teammates decided to drum up some action. So they took Kyle’s 

American flag and hung it off the side of an Iraqi building which unsurprisingly started up a 

firefight. Kyle concludes that particular vignette by stating, “I still have that flag. They shot out 

two stars. Fair trade for their lives, by my accounting.”131 (This also serves as a reminder for the 

exceptionally high value Kyle placed on the American flag and the incredibly low value he 

placed on terrorists’ lives.) 

Because of this type of behavior, some critics may say that SEALs are violent people 

who use patriotism as an excuse to act on their homicidal impulses. It is not hard to find 

American articles with titles like, “The Real American Sniper was a Hate-Filled Killer. Why are 

Simplistic Patriots Treating Him as a Hero?”132 Certainly, the insurgents SEALs fought would 

hold that view. They gave Chris Kyle the nickname, “The Devil of Ramadi” which he says made 

him “feel proud.”133 This nickname was backed up by a sizeable bounty for any insurgent who 
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killed him.134 But despite regularly holding life and death in their hands, SEALs should not be 

conflated with wolves and any critic that does so must consciously overlook key facts.  

SEALs are distinct from the wolves in several key ways. Most notably, while terrorists obey no 

laws or moral code, SEALs are obligated to follow specific rules of engagement (ROE) which 

dictate who they can attack and how they can attack them. For example, they cannot shoot 

unarmed people and they can’t call in airstrikes on targets that have a civilian presence. 

Following these ROEs can endanger American servicemember’s lives, yet they still obey them. 

Marcus Luttrell specifically states, “I can say from firsthand experience that those rules of 

engagement cost the lives of three of the finest U.S. Navy SEALs who have ever served.”135 But 

beyond the rules, SEALs also feel a moral obligation to protect civilian life; that is of course one 

of the main reasons they fight in the first place. SEALs see themselves as protecting local 

communities from terror. That includes protecting the civilians of Iraq and Afghanistan from 

terror as well. In fact, SEALs are often used instead of drone strikes against entrenched terrorists 

to limit civilian casualties. The last thing SEALs want to do is kill civilians. Adam Brown even 

took up a collection at home to provide “the children of Kunar, Province Afghanistan, with warm 

socks and winter-worthy shoes during his deployment.”136  

 In addition to protecting local civilians, SEALs also recognized that they were often 

willing to offer assistance. As Luttrell specifically recalls, “Thankfully, not all Afghan villagers 

                                                
 

134 Chris Kyle, American Sniper: The Autobiography of the Most Lethal Sniper in U.S. Military History 
(New York, NY: W. Morrow, 2012), 277. 

 
135 Marcus Luttrell, Lone Survivor: The Eyewitness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of 

SEAL Team 10 (New York, NY: Hachette Book Group, 2007), 37. 
 
136 Eric Blehm, Fearless: The Undaunted Courage and Ultimate Sacrifice of Navy SEAL Team SIX 

Operator Adam Brown (Colorado Springs, CO: WaterBrook Press, 2012), 244. 



79 
 
 

are hostile to us… a lot of them are happy to help.”137 Indeed, Luttrell only survived Operation 

Redwing because Afghan civilians cared for him in his wounded state. Even though the Taliban 

knew Luttrell’s position, the Afghan village of Sabray rallied to protect him. The village elder 

booted out the Taliban, Sarawa hid Luttrell, Norzamund guarded him, and Gulab befriended 

him.138 Though Luttrell did not initially trust his caregivers, he soon realized that his continued 

survival depended on them. As Luttrell’s story shows, SEALs do not come out firing unless 

provoked and their restraint can sometimes lead to better outcomes for all involved. 

Additionally, SEALs do not confuse civilians and terrorists; the difference between the 

sheep and the wolves is so extreme as to be unmistakable. Even as he rants against the evils of 

the terrorists he fought, Kyle carefully distinguishes them from civilians. His subheading, 

“Civilians and Savages,” sets them up as totally distinct and incompatible categories.139 

Generally speaking, civilians were warned to flee all areas the U.S. operated in and even those 

that stayed behind knew well enough to stay out of active firefights. In one particularly striking 

example, Kyle recalls a car barreling towards his team in the middle of one such firefight in 

Ramadi. Notably, terrorists often used suicide car bombs to quickly transport large amount of 

explosives into American positions to devastating effect. Because of this fact and the ongoing 

contact with insurgents, Kyle’s team was well within the ROE to obliterate the car and its 

occupants. However, Kyle recognized that civilians were behind the wheel. He threw a flash 
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grenade at the car, and another, and put a bullet through the car engine to stop it, but neither he 

nor his teammates killed any of the three shocked and confused civilians inside.140 SEALs don’t 

kill civilians. Sometimes, when possible, SEALs even try to save terrorists. In one occasion, one 

of Kyle’s teammates, a combat medic, shot a terrorist in the middle of planting an IED. When the 

terrorist didn’t immediately die, the same man that shot him worked to save his life. 

Unfortunately, being a SEAL, the medic’s aim was too good in the first place so the man still 

died, but the effort was nonetheless made.141 The point remains, sheepdogs are not wolves, 

wolves are not sheep, and sheep are not sheepdogs; each entity’s role is distinct and must remain 

unconfused from the other two. 

Holistically, the wolf, sheep, sheepdog motivates SEALs to incredible feats of skill and 

valor which in turn retroactively reinforce that paradigm. SEALs don’t like being defined by 

what they can do, only by what they have done. Chris Kyle didn’t earn his nickname as “The 

Legend” by sitting on his hands.142 The legends have to come from somewhere especially among 

men who truly believe that no task is beyond their capabilities. And it is certainly true that there 

are plenty of legendary achievements which undergird SEAL reputations. This further develops 

the connection between SEALs and superheroes because superheroes also build their reputations 

through their actions. Superheroes take responsibility and solve problems themselves rather than 

delegating their problems to someone else. Superheroes are also decisive actors in their stories; 
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once they show up, no one else needs to be called in. SEALs and superheroes both “finish it,” 

whatever “it” might be. Accordingly, the extreme capabilities of SEALs amidst tasks of extreme 

difficulty elevates SEALs, and superheroes, to positions of respect in the eyes of civilians. What 

follows are a few case by case examples of SEALs which explore how they saw their own role in 

their toughest trials and moments of greatest triumph.  

Chris Kyle has been discussed at length thus far in this chapter because of his insights into 

the SEAL combat mindset, but his actions speak louder than words. On top of his, incredible 160 

confirmed kills, a record in the U.S. military, Kyle repeatedly utilized his abilities as a SEAL to 

transform battlefields.143 In one instance, Kyle performed a kill shot at 1,600 yards, just under a 

mile.144 Throughout his career, Kyle also often assisted other military branches on foot when he 

was supposed to be in relative safety providing overwatch.145 Because of his commitment to 

excellence in his profession, Kyle undoubtedly was able to save many lives.  

Similarly, Adam Brown worked tirelessly and quietly throughout his SEAL career to protect 

those around him. As part of SEAL Team Six, Brown earned a Bronze Star with combat valor 

while working for six months to dismantle insurgent IED networks in Iraq. Because of his team’s 

efforts, bombings dropped by 86 percent. Referencing the enemies they vanquished along the 

way, one of Brown’s teammates remarked, “Payback was hell for them.”146 Brown’s heroism 
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continued throughout his time in the military including many ribbons, medals, and awards that he 

humbly didn’t even tell his family about. He earned his highest award, a Silver Star, on the night 

of his death while his team attacked Objective Lake James.147 Objective Lake James was a high 

value target and known bomb maker who the military desperately needed taken out of the 

picture. Because he was holed up in a narrow valley with civilians around, the military couldn’t 

hit him with a drone strike or send in Teams via air assault. Brown’s team was sent in to take 

him out in an “audacious” raid that was considered “classic SEAL Team SIX work” because of 

its near-impossibility.148 During the mission, Adam was mortally wounded while attempting to 

suppress an enemy fire position. Ironically, when he died, Adam was wearing Batman 

underwear. His kids presented him with the gift because they saw their dad as a superhero and in 

response Adam agreed to wear them on all his missions, including his last.149  

The pattern of super heroic excellence in the face of a committed enemy continues over and 

over throughout the annals of SEAL history. Marcus Luttrell and his team fought overwhelming 

odds during Operation Redwing, yet they never backed down.150 Following a Somali pirate 

attack, three SEAL snipers simultaneously executed three pirates by shooting from the bucking 

deck of an aircraft carrier into a rocking lifeboat 100 yards away during the Captain Philips 

rescue.151 All these instances demonstrate the extreme precision and ability of Navy SEALs with 
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how they fight wolves across the globe in various small scale situations. Taken together though a 

bigger picture emerges. Through every consistent small victory on the battlefield, SEALs move 

closer to fulfilling their idealistic ambitions to protect sheep across the globe which are typically 

put on hold amid the pressures of combat. Though it may seem vain for most people to presume 

that they can protect the entire world, for SEALs it is backed up by action. 

Operation Neptune Spear ties together the elite ability of SEALs in direct combat with their 

broader role as sheepdogs protecting the world from the threat of terrorism. During Operation 

Neptune Spear, SEALs had the rare opportunity to close a painful chapter of American history 

for themselves and for society. On May 1, 2011, SEALs fulfilled their vows for payback after 

9/11. On that day, members of SEAL Team Six carried out Operation Neptune Spear and killed 

Osama Bin Laden, the mastermind of the 9/11 terror attacks. The mission itself was stunningly 

complex and suffered a devastating, unexpected setback when one of the two stealth choppers 

inserting the SEALs crashed at the start of the op. Never the less, in a testament to their skill and 

ability, the SEALs of DEVGRU carried out the mission flawlessly without any casualties.152  

SEAL’s rarely think in idealistic terms because war is very real for them; yet in the aftermath 

of Neptune Spear it is easy to see how SEALs see themselves as part of a larger battle between 

good and evil. Robert O’Neill, the man who shot Bin Laden, reflects on how he fully expected to 

die on the mission. He recalls conversing with a teammate and writes, “We were trying to get 

down to the truth about why we were willing to do this when we pretty much knew we were 
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going to die.”153 O’Neill eventually decides that he was fighting for “the single mom who 

dropped her kids off at school and went to work on a Tuesday morning, and then an hour later 

decided to jump out of a skyscraper because it was better than burning alive.”154 This 

hypothetical woman, like the sheep discussed in this chapter, “had no desire to fight and no 

ability to defend herself.”155 Note how O’Neill again emphasizes the will and ability that 

separate sheep from sheepdogs which leads to his conclusion, “Now we were going to fight for 

her.”156 Other SEALs also talk about fighting for the civilian victims of 9/11 who had no way of 

protecting themselves. Chris Kyle wore a ballcap with the logo of a NY firehouse who asked him 

to get payback and Marcus Luttrell frequently talked about payback through his own 

experiences.157 

When the time came for Bin Laden to die, it was a SEAL who pulled the trigger and a victory 

for the entire SEAL community. As O’Neill puts it, “I was never a ‘cool guy,’ I simply worked 

with cool guys, walked behind cool guys. Sometimes, by chance, I found myself in the front, 

would turn a corner, and do something cool myself. That’s how I found myself in Osama Bin 

Laden’s bedroom; I arrived on the shoulders of giants.”158 Luttrell often talked about how he 
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would shoot Bin Laden himself if he could.159 O’Neill echoed those sentiments and followed 

through. It was no accident that the mission was codenamed Operation Neptune Spear. As 

Roman mythology posits, Neptune’s spear was in fact a trident, the same trident which is central 

to the golden SEAL Trident pin that every SEAL wears. Through and through, Operation 

Neptune Spear was a SEAL mission and a SEAL victory. Every man on that raid went through 

BUD/S at some point. In BUD/S they were trained to tackle challenges bit by bit and to never 

give up. Over their careers, they protected each other, allies and local civilians. Eventually, one 

mission at a time, they worked their way to the biggest stage and decisively made the world a 

safer place. They hunted the wolf, fought him, and finished it. 
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CHAPTER III: AN OPERATOR’S BURDEN 

“I know I'm asking a lot. But the price of freedom is high. It always has been. And it's a price I'm 

willing to pay. And if I'm the only one, then so be it. But I'm willing to bet I'm not.” – Steve 

Rogers aka Captain America, Captain America: The Winter Soldier (2014)160 

Alone on an Afghan mountain, four Navy SEALs had a terrible choice to make.161 The 

SEALs were deep behind enemy lines, scouting a huge enemy force in preparation for a larger 

assault. Sitting on top of a proverbial hornet’s nest, they had been discovered by three unarmed 

male Afghan goatherds, the youngest was only around fourteen years old. Despite the goatherds’ 

denials of Taliban affiliation, in all likelihood, they would probably expose the SEALs to the 

enemy if given the opportunity. The SEALs had nothing with which to tie the Afghans up to give 

them more time to maneuver. Additionally, the SEALs were out of communication range from 

their commanders and lacked any quick means of escape or retreat if the situation went south. 

They only had each other to rely on.  

The SEALs had three options. First, they could kill the goatherds, hide the bodies, and 

deny any involvement when the dead were eventually discovered. The Taliban would cry foul as 

would the American media, but they could probably escape any direct blowback. Second, they 

could kill the goatherds, leave the bodies, and report the deed to their commanders upon their 

return. The Taliban would parade the dead as examples of American savagery, and the SEALs 

would likely be tried for murder by their own government. Perhaps they would be acquitted or 

perhaps they would face the rest of their lives in jail. Option three meant letting the goatherds go 
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and suffering the consequences. The SEALs’ position would likely be exposed, and they would 

have to fight for their lives.  

Undoubtably, the goatherds represented a clear and present danger to the SEALs and 

their mission. Militarily speaking, they should be killed. As one SEAL described it, “It was nuts 

to let these guys go…To let these guys go on their way was military suicide.”162 Legally though, 

they were unarmed civilians so they could not be killed according to the rules of engagement the 

SEALs were bound to obey. Morally, all four SEALs were Christians and felt uncomfortable 

doing anything which involved covering up the true nature of their actions. Whatever choice was 

made, they were going to take responsibility for it. One SEAL voted to kill them and report in. 

Another chose not to vote. The third chose to let them go. The decision came down to the fourth 

SEAL. 

Hypothetically, what would you choose in that situation? Hopefully you never have to 

make a choice like that, but the fourth SEAL didn’t have the luxury. The fourth SEAL chose to 

let the goatherds go. His name is Marcus Luttrell and he is the author of Lone Survivor. As the 

name of his book suggests, his choice proved fatal for the other three SEALs involved. A further 

sixteen servicemembers died over the course of the ensuing battle. As Luttrell bleakly reports, 

“No night passes when I don’t wake in a cold sweat thinking of those moments on that mountain. 

I’ll never get over it. I cannot get over it. The deciding vote was mine, and it will haunt me till 

they rest me in an East Texas grave.”163 
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War is a never-ending cycle of crises. SEALs are trained to face those crises as best as 

possible during BUD/S, then they are deployed right into the thick of them. As SEALs, these 

men are also often referred to as operators, a name which denotes their executive role in their 

operations and their total responsibility for the outcome of any given operation. As operators, 

SEALs are judged on their role in crises they encounter; likewise, the crises irrevocably scar the 

operators who endure them. We can read about any given crisis, such as the one referenced 

above, and move on. But SEALs can’t just move on, they must bear the consequences of that 

crisis. They must carry the operator’s burden.  

The operator’s burden involves interpersonal conflict, accidents, societal criticism, family 

strife, personal injury, mental duress, and possibly death. It can be as strong a cause of suffering 

as any bullet or grenade in combat. Like it or not, SEALs are often defined by their response to 

the operator’s burden. Beaten down, the weight of past crises often exposes the deepest parts of a 

SEAL’s character. Granted, there has never been a perfect SEAL and rarely crises do uncover 

the worst in SEALs. But more often than not, the moments which place SEALs at their most 

vulnerable, often bring out the best in them. Bearing the load of the operator’s burden, SEALs 

reveal that they are only human. They lack the mystique of the superhuman but gain the 

relatability of the everyday man. Within the body of a warrior and amidst the moral 

shortcomings, practical mistakes, personal struggles, sacrifices, and deceptively normal domestic 

lives, SEALs show that they have the heart of a hero.  

Of course, SEALs are no strangers to hardship, especially given their work on the 

battlefield. During Operation Redwing, Luttrell couldn’t mourn the loss of his friends since he 

needed to keep fighting for his own life. During the firefight while assaulting Objective Lake 

James, SEAL Team Six couldn’t just press pause when Adam Brown was fatally wounded. 
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Lastly, before Operation Neptune Spear, Robert O’Neill’s firm belief that his entire team would 

die in the process didn’t stop him from climbing into the chopper bound for Pakistan. In those 

situations, SEALs faced and overcame challenges, but they did so within the context of a combat 

mission. SEALs are highly trained to perform under any stressors in combat, so they simply 

acted on their training in the aforementioned situations. But their combat training does not cover 

how to come to terms with battlefield trauma in their personal lives.  

 For SEALs, there is a fundamental difference between the battlefield and the home front. 

This dichotomy could also be referred to as the split between the professional and the personal, 

the deployed and the undeployed, or the warrior and the man. As covered in the previous 

chapter, in combat everything is simple for SEALs. They are trained to believe that they are nigh 

invincible.164 During missions, they know their job and they know if they must pull a trigger and 

so on. However, SEALs are not invulnerable, and they do have weaknesses, if not breaking 

points. Sooner or later, something in their lives must give and the suffering they inflict and 

experience on the battlefield spills into their personal lives. But out of combat, SEALs are out of 

their element. When a SEAL’s belief in their own imperviousness cracks and they must redefine 

themselves outside of combat, things become far more complex. They must figure out how to 

cope on their own, meaning their coping methods often reveal their individual personalities. 

This division between the professional and personal for SEALs is not unlike the 

distinction between a superhero and their alter-ego. Before there was Spider Man, there was 

Peter Parker. Before Wonder Woman, Diana Prince. Before Batman, Bruce Wayne. But for 

SEALs, the distinction isn’t quite so simple as having a secret identity. Although due to the 
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sensitivity of their work, many of them do keep their identities secret. Instead, for SEALs, it is a 

question of identity itself. Most superheroes don a cape and cowl, but they always fall back on 

who they are as a person underneath it all. Not so for SEALs. For many SEALs, their SEALness 

is their dominant identity. It dominates all other facets of their personality. This can be a great 

asset in combat, but quite a liability in their personal lives.  

The dominance of the SEAL identity can become especially troubling given the inherent 

flaws of the SEAL community. Despite the many virtues of the SEAL community, there is 

definite dark side to it as well. For SEALs, failure is often a stronger motivator than success. 

There is no winning BUD/S, there is only not failing. But at the same time, they are repeatedly, 

told, “It pays to be a winner.” The end result is a team of winners driven by the potential shame 

of defeat rather than a quantifiable marker of victory. Surrounded on all sides, on the verge of 

death, Marcus Luttrell recounts, ‘Surrender would have been a disgrace to our community, like 

ringing the bell at the edge of the grinder and putting your helmet on the line.”165 Facing death, 

Luttrell recalled BUD/S and refused to give up. Even as it leads to impressive victories, the 

bottom line is that SEAL’s no quit attitude can also result in death and suffering. Marcus Luttrell 

probably saw that better than anyone having lost his entire team before his eyes. Accordingly, 

Luttrell offers a window into this particular dark facet of the SEAL identity in ways that other 

authors simply can’t.  

The SEAL Teams also foster a culture of such intense bravado, it could easily be 

considered to celebrate toxic masculinity. Among their less than stellar qualities, many SEALs 

are cold-blooded, crass, bellicose, and cocky. For example, Chris Kyle confesses to being 
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“extremely hot-headed” in his memoir.166 These anti-social traits can lead to unnecessary bar 

fights, but they can also be used for good when directed against the right targets like sailor gangs 

on aircraft carriers or terrorists.167 Unfortunately, when taken too far, people can get seriously 

hurt by SEAL misbehavior. The point remains, bellicose behavior should be called out as 

unhealthy before it gets out of hand. 

On another point, SEALs have no tolerance for weakness. They push each other to be 

more lethal and effective, but often at a high cost. For example, Kyle ostracizes a Marine he dubs 

“Runaway” for disappearing in the middle of a battle.168 On a similar note, Eric Blehm titles his 

biography on Adam Brown Fearless.169 Obviously, cowardice is intolerable for any soldier, but 

among SEALs, the implication is that even rationally-based fear must be despised. That is 

definitively a nigh impossible standard in a warzone, but it is not the only impossible standard 

SEALs set for themselves. As Kyle further reports, “no SEAL has ever actually admitted to 

feeling pain since the beginning of Creation.”170 That quote followed an anecdote where a SEAL 

took shrapnel to his knee. Though Kyle sees SEALs’ imperviousness to pain as a point of pride, 

ignoring real mental or physical issues in a cavalier fashion is not at all healthy in the long run. 

The pressure to be invincible in the SEAL community often makes difficult issues even harder to 
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deal with for SEALs. Furthermore, SEALs know that the loyalty of their brothers in the SEAL 

community is not always unconditional, if they break the unspoken code they could find 

themselves ostracized. Despite the best intentions of friends and family, there are many issues 

SEALs deal with that only fellow SEALs can understand. Yet for fear of appearing weak, 

SEALs often turn to suboptimal alternatives to deal with their problems instead of leaning on 

their brothers-in-arms. For example, drug abuse is a serious problem among the ranks of SEALs. 

Adam Brown, a drug addict even before joining the Navy, fought his addiction throughout his 

time in the service. A select few of his closest friends knew of his struggle, but many men he 

served with for years only found out about that secret part of his life after his death.171  

Overall, as a community that often seems to love war more than peace, it is no surprise 

that the SEAL community is imperfect. Importantly, the existence of flaws does not discredit the 

many virtues of the SEAL community that have thus far been extolled in this thesis. It is crucial 

to remember that these shortcomings are the exception, not the rule. In the vast majority of cases, 

SEALs are each other’s best friends and strongest supporters. They trust each other with their 

lives and depend on one another wholeheartedly. That is the SEAL community at its best. In this 

author’s opinion, it would be far more damaging to gloss over the limitations of the SEAL 

community and create a veneer of perfection rather than respectfully point out its shortfalls. 

However, even at is best, within the SEAL community accidents happen. Given the 

difficulty of SEALs’ work, mistakes are easy to make and should be common. For example, 

during BUD/S, SEAL trainees sometimes mistime their underwater explosive charges. This 

means the detonation is either uncontrolled or another SEAL must swim down to disarm them. In 

                                                
 

171 Eric Blehm, Fearless: The Undaunted Courage and Ultimate Sacrifice of Navy SEAL Team SIX 
Operator Adam Brown (Colorado Springs, CO: WaterBrook Press, 2012), 296. 



93 
 
 

training, this is inexcusable, but in combat it could be fatal.172 It is a testament to their attention 

to detail that SEALs make mistakes so rarely. However, SEALs are not robots so accidents do 

happen, and when they occur, the results can be devastating. SEAL mistakes often result in 

severe injury or death which is why they train so hard to avoid them. During a training operation, 

Adam Brown was shot in the eye with a simulated round. He lost sight in that eye and eventually 

had it surgically removed. Though he was able to continue his career and even ascend the ranks 

to SEAL Team Six with his disability, others are not so lucky.173 Accidents can easily turn 

deadly as evidenced by the recent news of SEALs dying in parachuting accidents or SEAL 

trainees drowning during BUD/S.  

In combat, SEALs know that their own mistakes could get a teammate killed, which 

unfortunately happens too often. Kyle’s book details a single day in which his platoon lost two 

members in the span of a few hours. After the first teammate was downed, his unit went back out 

hoping for “payback.”174 Rushed and blinded by emotion, their payback operation went south, 

and another teammate was downed. One teammate died, the other survived permanently 

disabled, until dying during a surgery on his wounds a few years later.175 Carelessness cost two 

men their lives and sent the rest of the team into a tailspin. No matter how elite SEALs are, they 

can never afford to get sloppy. The constant danger SEALs face in training and combat serves as 

a reminder for how they impressively make difficult tasks seem almost simple. But it also adds 
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to the mental stress SEALs routinely carry with them. They always face the pressure of knowing 

that a single off day could mean someone doesn’t make it home alive. 

The rigors of their job are not the only factor adding stress to the lives of SEALs. SEALs 

are also all too aware of society’s expectation of them. We expect SEALs to be perfect on and 

off the battlefield, but that is a standard no person can reach in the best of conditions let alone for 

soldiers at war. That being said, no matter the battlefield challenges, SEALs are held to the same 

laws and codes of morality as anyone else. Moreover, they would be lambasted or even 

prosecuted for falling short. As Luttrell puts it, “Was I afraid of…the Taliban? No. Was I afraid 

of the liberal media in the U.S.A.? Yes.”176 That fear of criticism on the home front is not 

without consequence. Luttrell elaborates, “That situation might look simple in Washington, 

where the human rights of terrorists are given high priority…But they [ROEs] represent a danger 

to us; they undermine our confidence on the battlefield in the fight against world terror. Worse 

yet, they make us concerned, disheartened, and sometimes hesitant. I can say from firsthand 

experience that those rules of engagement cost the lives of three of the finest U.S. Navy SEALs 

who have ever served.”177 Men died because of the rules of engagement and the fear of 

condemnation from their own people. 

Furthermore, SEAL enemies use the ROEs to their advantage. Often military units taking 

heavy mortar fire know that it is being directed in by an Afghan on a cell phone in the open a 

hundred yards away. Yet they cannot prove that he is a terrorist spotter instead of a hapless 

civilian chatting with his aunt in the middle of a warzone with explosions going off all around 
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him.178 In a similar situation, Chris Kyle was formally second guessed by the Army for some of 

his kill shots.179 He took down some armed terrorists in a crowed street, but a few hours later 

when Army troops got close enough to inspect the bodies, their weapons were nowhere to be 

found. The weapons had been hidden by other terrorists. Kyle was in a lose-lose situation; he 

could be judged for the shots he took and the shots he didn’t take. Shooting the terrorists meant 

Army criticism, but not shooting them would lead to the worse alternative of dead U.S. 

servicemembers (which incidentally would also mean Army criticism). Fortunately, Kyle had the 

luxury of not working with the rule-book stickler Army brass any more, but not all American 

servicemembers possess the operational discretion of SEALs. Another SEAL reports that this 

insurgent behavior is common. “You know you’re dealing with bad guys when the women are 

trained to create a diversion to retrieve and then conceal weapons and ammo. It’s rehearsed. 

They’re hiding the evidence, and then they tell everybody that these guys were unarmed.”180 

Taking things even further, terrorist prisoners understand and exploit America’s justice system. 

Luttrell describes, “I promise you, every insurgent, freedom fighter, and stray gunman in Iraq 

who we arrested knew the ropes, knew that the way out was to announce he had been tortured by 

the Americans…They all knew al-Jazeera, the Arab broadcasters, would pick it up, and it would 

be relayed to the U.S.A., where the liberal media would joyfully accuse us all of being murderers 

or barbarians or something.”181 
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Such is the burden of the sheepdog: to fight for the sheep, then be judged by them. And at 

one point or the other, every SEAL must come home to face judgement. The irony of the 

situation is that nothing SEALs do can make everyone happy. They are dispatched overseas to 

kill terrorists, but some Americans are afraid to admit that they actually prefer SEALs’ vengeful 

style of punishment. SEALs do what many people really want to do, beat up the bad guys. In that 

way, they are again quite similar to superheroes. However, while criminals in a comic book are 

likely to find themselves locked up in prison, SEAL Team adversaries usually end up dead. 

Certainly, many people don’t mind SEAL Teams running around gunning down terrorists even 

though it’s not the ‘boy scout’ thing to do. Deep down, many Americans were glad that Bin 

Laden was shot in the head and dumped in the ocean without so much as a second thought. We 

need SEALs to do their job, and want them to do their job, but are often afraid to admit it. 

Instead some Americans try to impose binding, unachievable standards of morality on SEALs so 

they can feel better about deploying squads of American commandos overseas to kill people. In 

this author’s opinion, we do SEALs and ourselves a disservice by pretending that they are perfect 

paragons of American moral virtue. 

The bottom line is that SEALs are rough, tough, and don’t apologize for it. Their combat 

perspective comes with a less than stellar assessment of us (the sheep) and an even harsher 

evaluation of anyone deemed to be the enemy (the wolves). But SEALs do a job that no one else 

can do and that no one else would even want to do. Moreover, they do it exceptionally well. In 

Luttrell’s opinion, we don’t have the right to judge SEALs having not lived through the same 

situations they have. Luttrell remarks, “I am hopeful that one day soon, the U.S. government will 
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learn that we can be trusted…In my view, once those politicians have elected to send us out to do 

what 99.9 percent of the country would be terrified to undertake, they should get the hell out of 

our way and stay there.”182  

Luttrell takes his frustrations a step further and argues that the public does not have the right 

to know what SEALs do. He couches his argument in the sheep/sheepdog relationship. He 

bemoans, “someone in Washington is driving himself mad worrying about the human rights of 

some cold-hearted terrorist fanatic.”183 In other words, by their actions, the sheep have time and 

time again proven that the truth of the matter is too hard for them to accept. As such, the 

sheepdogs must protect the sheep from that truth to avoid alarming them. By Luttrell’s logic, “If 

the public insists it has the right to know, which I very much doubt, perhaps the people should go 

and face for themselves armed terrorists hell-bent on killing every single American they can.”184  

At the end of the day, SEALs carry the secrets and weight of their actions, so we won’t have 

to. But in recent years, that commitment to secrecy has led SEALs into another paradox of 

societal and community judgement. Traditionally, SEALs prided themselves on being Quiet 

Professionals. They know that they are the best, so they feel no need to boast or brag about it. 

Describing his fellow SEAL, Luttrell explains that, “most of them are shy, rather than taciturn, 

and getting any of them to say anything self-congratulatory is close to impossible.”185 Even 
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among DEVGRU, the best of the best, Kyle notes, “They were extremely down-to earth, very 

humble about their achievements.”186 But in light of the recent public demand for SEAL 

material, many SEALs including those referenced here, chose to write about their experiences. 

Some of their SEAL brothers condemned this decision. Robert O’Neill reports that after killing 

Bin Laden he received scores of unwanted attention which made his teammates express 

“jealousy and disapproval.”187 When word spread that O’Neill might have a book deal, he was 

accused of violating the “code of silence” by “trying to cash in.”188 Demonstrating the limits of 

SEAL brotherhood, the Teams criticize SEALs who write about their experiences, but the public 

also condemns SEALs as holier than thou for not sharing their experiences. The paradox of the 

Quiet Professional is one without a good answer, but one that all SEALs face. The duress caused 

by the dilemma is especially poignant for the SEALs of this thesis who all chose to write rather 

than stay silent. 

 But even at it’s worst, the judgement from society cannot compare to the pain of personal 

sacrifice every SEAL faces in their lives. Every SEAL is different, but they all have struggles 

outside of their job. Of course, there are the obvious sacrifices of time and energy needed to be a 

SEAL, but the personal sacrifices in question here are far more banal than one might expect elite 

warriors to encounter.  
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Among the most significant personal struggles SEALs face are the tough family lives that 

result from being a SEAL. Every man’s decision to become a SEAL affects their whole family. 

At the very least, SEALs’ frequent deployments mean time away from their families. But that 

separation is experienced quite differently in a SEAL family than in a family where the father 

travels often for business trips. For SEAL families, every time the soldier walks out the door 

could be the final time his wife and kids ever see him; every parting could be the last.  

Additionally, SEALs’ commitment to their family and their Team are often in tension. 

The toughest moments occur when SEALs must choose between one or the other. When his 

daughter was diagnosed with leukemia-like symptoms near the end of his deployment in Ramadi, 

Chris Kyle had to choose between staying with his Team or going home to be with his family. 

The duty to family and country stood in direct contrast and as a SEAL Kyle felt like he could not 

quit either responsibility. Never the less, Kyle chose to go home. As he recalls, “My guys were 

going back to war and I was flying home. That sucked. I felt like I was letting them down, 

shirking my duty.”189 By the time he headed back, Kyle was already “the most prolific American 

sniper of all time,” yet he, “still felt like a quitter, a guy who didn’t do enough.”190 The 

overwhelming SEAL commitment to Team often leads SEALs to continue extending their 

service well beyond their initial contracts. Often this is done to the confusion of family members 

who can’t understand why SEALs keep putting themselves in harm’s way after their initial 

service commitment expires. Chris Kyle redeployed even after receiving an (inaccurate) terminal 

diagnosis of TB because, he wanted to die overseas facing the enemy, “not at home from a 
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disease he couldn’t fight with a gun or his fists.”191 In the case of Adam Brown, having lost his 

right eye and use of his right hand, he could be medically discharged whenever he wanted to, yet 

he stayed with the SEALs. On a bigger scale, Chris Kyle’s platoon opted to stay in the field 

instead of cutting their deployment months short after losing seven of their sixteen men.192 

Most SEALs deal with the disconnect between family life and military life by 

compartmentalizing. They flip a switch and can go from killing people one day to hanging out 

with family the next.193 Often the switch happens on the tarmac as SEALs leave or return from 

deployments. Like it or not, SEALs often can’t afford to think of their families daily in a 

warzone. Distractions could get them, or their teammates, killed. In one instance, when a burglar 

broke into their house, Adam Brown went roaring down the stairs in full combat mode. 

Afterwards he was perfectly calm while his wife trembled in fear. As his wife, Kelly, later 

explained, “Like that he went from this scary-sounding man back to my cuddly Adam. It gave 

me a glimpse-just a glimpse-of why he was so good at what he did. Why he was a SEAL.”194 

The mental ability to flip that switch is part of what makes SEALs so special, but it is not an 

ability that their families necessarily possess. SEAL families often have a hard time being out of 

contact for days without hearing anything from their loved ones. And even when they are able to 

get in touch, operational security concerns prevent SEALs from revealing many details about 
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what is really going on in their lives while deployed. A quote from Taya Kyle, Chris’s wife, is 

rather telling, “Wait a minute. You’ve been gone for how long? And now you want to come 

home and be part of this family and make the rules? No sir, because you’re leaving again in 

another month to go back on training.”195 Even the most committed spouses don’t have it easy. 

The constant stress and uncertainty that comes from these situations is often too much for SEAL 

marriages to endure. Divorce rates among SEALs are staggeringly high.196 When families fall 

apart, sometimes SEALs only have their teammates left.  

Aside from their family lives, SEALs often face major obstacles on the individual level. 

For example, Adam Brown struggled with drug addiction for his entire life. He attended BUD/S 

as he went through withdrawals and he faced the temptation to use every day for the rest of his 

life.197 As mentioned before, Adam Brown also lost his right eye in a training accident and had 

his right hand crushed and fingers reattached after a crash while deployed.198 Almost every 

SEAL endured some form of physical affliction. Chris Kyle endured consistent trouble from his 

knees due to combat stress which required operating.199 A teammate of Chris’s, Ryan Job, was 

blinded during his time at war.200 Marcus Luttrell suffered back and wrist injuries due to the 
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trauma of Operation Redwing.201 Bleeding from his head, with a broken back, and entirely alone 

surrounded by dozens of Taliban, Luttrell reiterated the sentiments of any SEAL in his situation, 

“No surrender.”202 In short, all those men still regularly exceeded the call of duty despite their 

afflictions.  

Realistically though, the physical wounds SEALs tolerate are far less troubling than the 

mental suffering they endure because of their service. PTSD, anxiety, depression, and fatalistic 

mindsets are all common among SEALs. But mental instability is considered a weakness on the 

Teams, so it receives less attention than it deserves. Marcus Luttrell writes, “I always thought 

these kinds of psychiatric problems were suffered by other people, ordinary people, not Navy 

SEALs. I now know the reality of them.”203 His words were prompted by the constant screams of 

his dying brothers on repeat in his head, so loud that, “I could never push it aside.”204  

The night before taking down Bin Laden, O’Neill wrote letters to his family because he 

expected to die on the mission the next day. In those moments he recalls thinking about the 

outcome of an NFL game and concluding, “What does it matter, I’m going to be dead anyway. 

So I wasn’t nervous, just fatalistic.” 205 Similarly, upon receiving an inaccurate terminal 

diagnosis from doctors Kyle became overwhelmingly fatalistic. Facing death, he told his wife, 
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“It doesn’t matter. I’ll die and you’ll find someone else. People die out here all the time. Their 

wives go on and find someone else.”206 His wife observed, “I think he was seeing death so often 

that he started to believe people were replaceable.”207  

As the film American Sniper portrays, Kyle’s life involved a significant battle with and 

victory against mental demons.208 Eventually, based on his own experiences, Chris Kyle would 

begin helping veterans cope with the mental consequences of their service once he left the 

SEALs. By all accounts, he was phenomenal at this pursuit. Just as he once grappled with 

negativity and overcame it, one of his mentees reports that Kyle “made me come out of that 

negativity shell.”209 Tragically, Kyle was murdered by a fellow veteran suffering from PTSD 

whom he was trying to help.210 Despite the stigma against mental health issues in the SEAL 

community, Kyle boldly confronted his own struggles and helped others do the same. Ironically, 

because of the reputation SEALs have for being the toughest guys in the military, whenever one 

of them starts talking about mental health, it automatically gains a level of respect. If even the 

most badass warriors struggle with the mental challenges of war, surely regular soldiers have 

permission to openly grapple with the same issue.  
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The one type of mental suffering that SEALs have free range to admit wrestling with is 

also the hardest. It is the struggle they face in relation to the loss of teammates. Tragically, the 

SEAL saying, “No man left behind,” doesn’t mean everyone makes it back alive. Even though 

some SEALs never lost a team member while on a mission with them, every SEAL has lost 

friends at some point in their careers. Kyle and Brown both lost two immediate team members 

while serving in addition to many other friends over their lengthy SEAL careers.211 Whenever a 

servicemember dies, their comrades often try to make meaning out of their death. For example, 

when Adam Brown died taking down Objective Lake James, the local Army battalion who had 

been suffering heavy casualties due to James’ IEDs requested a photo of Adam for their wall of 

honored dead. After the SEAL Team Six raid, the IED attacks stopped. One of the battalion’s 

officers notes, “Officially, we lost nine men in Kunar, but we always say we lost ten. Adam was 

our tenth man.”212  

But for SEALs who see death so regularly, it can all start seeming meaningless resulting 

in the fatalistic attitudes previously discussed. Sometimes the scale of losses can be difficult to 

comprehend. During Operation Redwing in 2005, 24 special ops servicemembers died, at that 

point the worst disaster in special ops history.213 That tally was surpassed when thirty U.S. 

servicemembers, including many from SEAL Team Six, were killed in a 2011 helicopter crash a 

few months after taking down Bin Laden in what became the worst loss of life in SEAL 
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history.214 After the 2011 crash, O’Neill recalled sleeping in the same barracks as many of his 

dead teammates. Those who survived by chance were emotionally vacant.215 Losing so many 

colleagues at once left the SEAL community shell shocked. Even one death would be enough to 

send fellow SEALs into a tailspin and make all their other challenges infinitely worse. After 

losing a teammate, Kyle remembers becoming consumed by depression, “I was in a dark hole. 

Deep down.”216 He broke down when he had to tell his wife the news.217 One of Adam Brown’s 

friends broke down in tears after reporting on his friend’s death.218 

A SEAL’s duty to their teammates extends beyond the threshold of death. After a 

teammate dies, the responsibility falls on other SEALS to inform the family, arrange funerals, 

and pay their respects. For SEALs who often know the fallen intimately, this process can be 

torturous. Kyle recalls serving as an honor guard and pallbearer for a SEAL who died by 

jumping on a live grenade and earned the Medal of Honor in the process.219 Two of Adam 

Brown’s closest friends, Christian and Dave knocked on Kelly’s door to inform her of her 

husband’s passing.220 Marcus Luttrell personally visited the family of every member of his 
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fireteam who died.221 He also explicitly states, “I’m writing this book because of my three 

buddies Mikey, Danny, and Axe. If I don’t write it, no one will ever understand the indominable 

courage under fire of those three Americans. And that would be the biggest tragedy of all.”222 

Perhaps because they are forced to regularly relive their friends’ deaths, SEALs often 

begin to feel responsible for not doing enough to keep their friends alive. This insidious notion is 

known as survivor’s guilt. As operators, SEALs place the burden of success or failure of any 

mission squarely on themselves. When a teammate dies on their watch, they hold themselves 

responsible, no matter how inexplicable such self-imposed suffering seems to an outsider. 

Throughout his book, Luttrell references, “the endless guilt of the survivor.”223 His own feelings 

of culpability were magnified because he cast the deciding vote that sealed his friends’ fates.224 

Likewise, after seeing a teammate go down, Chris Kyle recalls, “wishing it had been me, not 

him, who was hit.”225 Although that guilt sometimes never fully goes away, Kyle helped many 

veterans deal with it during his work after leaving the SEALs.226 
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Although SEALs are deeply impacted by the losses of their teammates, one facet of death 

SEALs rarely consider is their own mortality. Instead of truly coming to terms with the 

possibility of their own deaths, SEALs often adopt coping mechanisms like fatalistic attitudes 

about all death. But no discussion of SEAL sacrifices would be complete without discussing the 

ultimate sacrifice SEALs may have to pay themselves. Of all the SEALs studied in this thesis, 

about half are now dead. Many of the SEALs Eric Blehm interviewed for Fearless died shortly 

after he spoke with them in the aforementioned 2011 helicopter crash.227 Of the four main 

SEALs studied in this thesis, two are dead, Adam Brown and Chris Kyle. 228 Furthermore, the 

sad truth is that dead SEALs don’t write memoirs. Perhaps in a morbid embrace of fatalism, it is 

curious to consider if a SEAL’s death should be considered part of their operator’s burden. In a 

way, their death may add to the burden of others, but it also releases them from the constant 

struggle that defines the lives of SEALs. At least one can hope that in death SEALs find the 

peace that so often eludes them in life. 

Despite the constant pressure of the operator’s burden, SEALs are never defeated in 

spirit. They often reveal their greatest qualities in their periods of deepest struggle. The simple 

fact that they willingly endure so much is a testament to their inner strength. Even after 

everything he has been through, Luttrell notes that, he is “still shoulder to shoulder with my 

commander in chief.”229 SEAL suffering doesn’t change who they are. And more than likely, 
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SEALs would choose not to be remembered solely on the basis of how much they suffered. They 

would choose to be known for their service to Team, country, and family and how they helped 

hold the world together rather than tear it apart. In the case of Adam Brown, a close friend 

ponders, “War heroes get celebrated, but it makes me incredibly proud to think about Adam and 

what those gifts of shoes may have done to win the war. How many Afghan kids will remember 

his name, and how might that heal our world just a little bit?”230  

Lastly, a discussion of SEAL struggles would not be complete without acknowledging 

where most SEALs credit drawing their inner strength from: their faith. Chris Kyle regularly 

talked about one day facing his Creator and being willing to answer to God for every shot that he 

took.231 Luttrell credits divine providence for the fact that he was never separated from his rifle 

throughout the chaos of Operation Redwing. Throughout it all, Luttrell says he knew that God 

had never forsaken him.232 For Adam Brown, his faith turned his life around and motivated him 

to ask that his life story be posthumously turned into a testament of God’s work in his life. As his 

pastor said at his funeral, Adam “surrendered only once, and that was to Jesus Christ.”233 It was 

Adam’s hope that through his life story “others might be inspired to seek faith and overcome 

their own struggles.”234  
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If anything can be gleaned from an examination of the consequences of crises in the 

SEAL community, it is that sometimes the relatively little things such as the loss of a single 

teammate are more significant than the seemingly major things like taking down Bin Laden. No 

matter how fatalistic SEALs become, they never lose sight of the value of an individual life. This 

sentiment is reminiscent of a quote from the recent superhero film Avengers: Infinity War. In it, 

Captain America remarks, “We don’t trade lives.”235 Where previous chapters have elevated the 

SEAL to superhuman levels, this chapter grounds SEALs in reality. It is in that reality, that 

SEALs become accessible to millions of everyday Americans who are inspired by their stories 

just as Adam Brown hoped. In their rigorous training and stellar battlefield accomplishments, 

SEALs can feel distant. Yet in their moments of greatest challenge, they are at their most 

accessible and most heroic, perhaps even super heroic.  
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EPILOGUE: BEYOND THE FINAL MISSION 

“You have my respect Stark…I hope they remember you.” – Thanos aka the Mad Titan to Tony 

Stark aka Iron Man, Avengers: Infinity War (2018)236 

“…a super soldier, a living legend who kind of lives up to the legend…” - Tony Stark aka Iron 

Man about Steve Rogers aka Captain America, The Avengers (2012)237 

Thud! Thud! Thud! One by one, fellow SEALs approach Adam Brown’s casket and 

pound their Tridents into the wood. A decade earlier, Captain Pete Van Hooser presented Adam 

with his first Trident when he earned the right to be called a SEAL. Now Captain Van Hooser 

completes the cycle by removing his own Trident and hammering it into Adam’s coffin. Some of 

the SEALs present at the funeral, such as Christian, had known Adam since they went through 

BUD/S together. Others first befriended Adam when he was assigned to SEAL Team Three. 

Lastly, there were many SEALs from SEAL Team Six whom Adam met when he joined 

DEVGRU later in his career. Cumulatively, over 50 Tridents adorned Adam’s coffin by the end 

of the service.238 

Most of these SEALs were still on active duty at the time of Adam’s funeral but had 

gathered to pay their respects to Adam for his service to the SEAL community and his sacrifice. 

Adam died on March 17, 2010 while protecting his fellow teammates on SEAL Team SIX as 

they conducted a raid deep in Afghanistan. Among SEALs, presenting a Trident is the supreme 

act of respect because they all understand how significant Tridents are within their community. 
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Tridents are a symbol of the proud SEAL heritage and a sign of personal accomplishment for the 

individual who wears it. By presenting their Tridents, SEALs give away a piece of themselves 

out of respect and in recognition of the hole left by the loss of a teammate and friend. In this 

way, the SEAL community follows a fallen SEAL into and beyond death. As Kyle explains, 

“You’re showing the guy that you’ll never forget, that he remains part of you for the rest of your 

life.”239 

Tragically, SEAL funerals are far too common. Reflecting on the fragility of a SEAL’s 

life, Chris Kyle expressed his thoughts as a dialectic. He wrote, “In a way, we all thought we 

were invincible. In another way, we also accepted the fact that we could die.”240 Eventually, 

death found Kyle as well when he was murdered by a veteran who he was trying help.241 Chris 

Kyle’s funeral was held in Cowboys Stadium with full military honors. Thousands of supporters 

lined the Dallas roadways for miles to pay their respects as the funeral procession drove past. 

Kyle’s coffin featured hundreds of SEAL Tridents.242 

SEAL funerals are always sad and emotional times for SEALs, friends, and family.243 

Despite their hard exterior, SEALs deeply struggle with the loss of their friends. In the case of 

Adam Brown, many of his DEVGRU teammates could not attend his funeral since they were 
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duty bound to continue their active deployment. As a substitute, they held their own memorial 

service where they burned his blood-soaked gear to say goodbye to Adam Brown the warrior.244 

When their duty cycle ended, they all visited Adam’s hometown to bid farewell to Adam as a 

friend and teammate.245 Despite encountering death so often, it never becomes any easier for 

SEALs. 

 Though sobering enough on its own, the topic of funerals also raises a larger question; 

What does it mean for a SEAL’s career to end? Though SEALs don’t like to think about that 

question, it is one they all must come to terms with. After all, although some of the SEALs 

studied in this thesis had longer careers than other, none of them are still serving. Undoubtedly, 

SEALs avoid the topic because they realize that there is no ideal way for their career to end. 

Practically, SEAL careers end one of three ways: injury, death, or choosing to leave the Teams. 

Clearly, none of these options are favorable for SEALs since they involve grievous physical 

harm or the psychological harm of ‘quitting.’ 

 SEALs who die in the line of duty never need to worry about what a life beyond the 

SEAL Teams would mean for them. Although death is surely not a welcome outcome. SEALs 

who are critically injured do not have the option to determine when their careers will end. They 

also cannot choose the severity of their injury which leads to their forced retirement. That leaves 

the third option of choosing to retire from the Teams. Though this may seem like the best option, 

SEALs often struggle to see it that way. 
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Recall that SEALs are trained to never give up from Day 1. To pass BUD/S, recruits 

cannot accept any outcome except being a SEAL. For many SEALs, leaving active duty is the 

ultimate form of quitting. What else do you call it when you go home and hang up your gear 

while the rest of your team keeps fighting? Unfortunately, many SEALs go to great lengths just 

so that they won’t have to quit and can continue to be SEALs. After killing Bin Laden and 

finishing his contract obligation, Robert O’Neill still felt as though he would be letting down his 

Team if he left so he returned for another deployment.246 After surviving Operation Redwing and 

writing Lone Survivor, Marcus Luttrell also redeployed on another tour.247 After losing an eye 

and having all the fingers on his right hand reattached, Adam Brown returned to duty on SEAL 

Team Six. For Brown, either one of his injuries would have qualified him for a medical 

discharge, but he did not want to leave.248 Having set the record for the most sniper kills in U.S. 

military history and deploying four times, Chris Kyle still felt as though he had not done enough 

a fell into a deep depression when he did eventually leave active service.249  

For these SEALs and many others, the SEAL identity becomes all-consuming. This is 

especially true for guys who join the Teams at a young age and spend most of their adult lives as 

a SEAL. But even for the most hardcore SEALs, the SEAL identity is still not the only identity 

they possess. They all have individual lives, passions, and interests. Nevertheless, they often 
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struggle to envision their future selves no longer being active duty SEALs. Because of this 

outlook, reality is not kind to SEALs with a SEAL-only mindset. Though operators rarely 

acknowledge it, combat is a young man’s game; you don’t see any 70-year-old SEALs. O’Neill 

recalls a mission on his last deployment where he felt as though combat had become routine and 

that he had lost a step relative to the younger men he was serving alongside.250 That led to his 

realization that it was time to leave the SEALs, but he still called it the “scariest thing” he had 

ever done.251 Like O’Neill, at some point all SEALs need to decide to leave. But there still is no 

definitive end point, there is only the day they choose to stop fighting. 

Even once the decision to leave has been made, many questions remain. Is it possible to 

be a former SEAL? What happens to their SEAL identity once a SEAL leaves the Teams? What 

does it look like for SEALs to live beyond the final mission? On the first question, there is no 

such thing as a former Navy SEAL. Earning a place in the SEAL community is not a limited 

time offer. Once operators leave the Teams, they are still SEALs, just no longer active-duty 

SEALs. Because of this, retired SEALs do not have to hang up their SEAL identity along with 

their gear. But after leaving the Teams, SEALs must learn to accept that their SEAL identity is 

not the most important part of their lives anymore.252 Retired SEALs who live outside of the 

active-duty SEAL community have to revive old identities or forge new identities outside of it as 

well. Nevertheless, many retired SEALs struggle to find purpose without perpetually living in 
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crisis as they did on the Teams. Though it is certainly tough leaving the Teams, most retired 

SEALs do eventually settle down and pursue a wide variety of interests. Some write books or go 

to school or enter politics. Chris Kyle and Marcus Luttrell chose to help other veterans cope with 

the challenges of returning from war.253 There is no “right path” for retired SEALs, but the skills 

they acquired as active-duty SEALs often enables them to find success. 

Even as retired SEALs move on to other pursuits, they can still take solace in the fact that 

they remain a part of the ongoing SEAL reputation and heritage. From their first days in BUD/S, 

new SEALs are reminded that they are stepping into the SEAL reputation that was forged by 

their predecessors and inherited by the next generation. That reputation is never acquired through 

idle talk; it is always earned by the individual and collective actions of SEALs who come before. 

Accordingly, one of Marcus Luttrell’s BUD/S instructors told his class, “Reputation is 

everything.”254 The point is that every SEAL is a part of something bigger than themselves. All 

the SEALs of this thesis can take pride in their contributions to the modern SEAL reputation. 

The SEAL community ensures that past SEALs are never forgotten. SEALs are obligated to 

learn about notable SEALs who wore the Trident before them. SEALs such as Medal of Honor 

winner Lt. Michael Murphy. Even after an individual leaves the Teams, their legacy carries on 

well beyond their final mission. 

In addition to Brown and Kyle, dozens of SEALs studied in this thesis have died. Please 

consult the In Memoriam section for a list of every U.S. Navy SEAL who has died due to their 

military service since 9/11; in this author’s opinion, this section is the most important part of this 
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thesis. Often SEAL stories end in media res since SEALs cannot write from beyond the grave 

while those who leave the Teams have no further SEAL stories to share.255 As such, the first 

portions of this epilogue endeavor to close out their narratives in a way that respects their own 

sacrifices and enables this thesis to come to a close as well. Most notably, each fallen SEAL is 

remembered by their teammates long after they die. And similarly, the SEAL community almost 

indefinitely remembers SEALs who live well beyond their days as active duty warriors. Yet 

having discussed the narrative outcomes of individual SEALs, what are the implications of their 

stories for this thesis and future research? 

At this point, a large range of the individual SEAL story has been investigated, from their 

origins at BUD/S, to their work on the battlefield, to the sacrifices that they endure, and finally to 

their often poignant conclusions. By tracing their path from BUD/S to the battlefield and back 

again, the initially one-dimensional concept of the living legend can now be interpreted as a 

Hegelian dialectic where SEALs bridge the gap between myth and reality. In doing so, they 

ascend to the realm of the superhero without actually being superheroes themselves. Apart from 

superheroes, SEALs have been considered as an entity unto themselves, full of complexity and 

depth. They exemplify the pinnacle of what ordinary individuals can accomplish while pushing 

the limits of what is possible. With each nuance of their stories, SEALs become more accessible 

and more captivating. SEALs remain committed to their mission of serving the public regardless 

of the presence of absence of glory. They do not bend, break or quit. At the core of their identity, 

SEALs dialectically balance the ordinary with the extraordinary. 

                                                
 

255 Fearless was written by Eric Blehm about Adam Brown after his death. Since Adam left so many 
documents behind detailing his life story, and because Blehm relied heavily on direct interviews, Fearless retains 
near autobiographical precision. Not to discredit Blehm and his phenomenal accomplishment, but his work was 
perhaps more similar to that of an editor compiling a narrative rather than an author constructing his own.  



117 
 
 

And yet, the insights gleaned from a study of SEALs are not limited to SEALs alone. 

Rather, those discoveries extend deep into crucial factors of American culture. By studying the 

SEAL, this thesis has gained a deeper understanding for the public’s simultaneous glorification 

and vilification of the SEAL. As living legends, SEALs challenge the public in ways that 

fictional role models never could. When civilians compare their experiences to those of SEALs, 

the deficiencies of ordinary life become readily apparent. However, SEAL narratives invite 

civilians to better themselves, rather than judging them for not living up to SEAL standards. 

Accordingly, SEAL narratives inspire change instead of condemning stagnation. Numerous 

facets of modern American popular culture offer cheap affirmation that demands no self-

improvement. Conversely, as heroes, SEALs induce their supporters to enhance themselves in 

meaningful ways which many Americans find more compelling than the easy validation they can 

receive from other portions of American popular culture.  

Furthermore, in studying SEALs through the lens of superheroes, this thesis necessarily 

uncovers truths about superheroes as well. Detached from reality, superheroes take societal 

values to the extreme. Accordingly, scholars have long looked to superheroes as indicators of the 

American identity. For example, Mervi Miettinen academically studies how superheroes express 

the movements of popular culture in her doctoral dissertation “Superhero Comics and the 

Popular Geopolitics of American Identity.”256 Similarly, within the public humanities, the 

Smithsonian Museum of American History is currently holding a yearlong superhero exhibit to 

help visitors explore the role of superheroes in American culture.257  

                                                
 

256 Mervi Miettinen, “Superhero Comics and the Popular Geopolitics of American Identity,” University of 
Tampere, March 2011, accessed 4/14/19, https://tampub.uta.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/76552/lisuri00127.pdf. 

 
257 “Superheroes,” Smithsonian American History Museum, November 20, 2018 to September 2, 2019, 

accessed 4/14/19, http://americanhistory.si.edu/exhibitions/super-heroes. 
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Yet how do SEALs fit within this relationship between American superheroes and 

American culture? After all, SEALs are connected to both American society and superheroes. 

Perhaps superheroes derive their characteristics from real heroes, such as SEALs. In this way, 

SEALs establish the conventions and characteristics that superheroes then push to unrealistic 

extremes. It seems reasonable that a cycle exists between American society, superheroes, and 

real heroes such as SEALs. American society inspires SEALs who inspire superheroes who 

inspire society, thus creating and perpetuating a cycle. Perhaps, American civilization 

indoctrinates real heroes such as SEALs whose actual actions then inspire the superhero stories 

which subsequently shape American civilization, thus renewing the cycle. In previous 

generations, the portion of the cycle involving stories of real heroes, such as the SEAL, might 

have been overlooked, but that is no longer the case.  

This situation can be seen by looking at Black Panther, the first superhero film 

nominated for an Academy Award for Best Picture and a film that became a definitive cultural 

moment. Consider the following quote about the film’s compelling antagonist Erik Killmonger, 

“Graduated Annapolis [U.S. Naval Academy] age 19, MIT for grad school. Joined the SEALs 

and went straight to Afghanistan where he racked up confirmed kills like it was a video game. 

Started calling him Killmonger. He joined a JSOC ghost unit. Now, these guys are serious. They 

will drop off the grid, so they can commit assassinations and take down governments."258 

Obviously, this quote indicates that Killmonger was a SEAL. To the layman, it seems to be a 

passing attempt at raising his credibility for the audience, which it is to a certain extent.  

                                                
 

258 Black Panther, directed by Ryan Coogler, Marvel Studios, 2018. Amazon.com, accessed  
413/19, https://www.amazon.com/Panther-Theatrical-Version-Chadwick-
Boseman/dp/B079NKRK66/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1TRQRNZHQ8NMV&keywords=black+panther+stream&qid=15552
12511&s=gateway&sprefix=black+panther+strea%2Caps%2C111&sr=8-1. 
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But looking deeper, we discover that Killmonger spent almost his entire life prior to the 

events of Black Panther as a SEAL. He started his life on the streets, but eventually atttended the 

U.S. Naval Academy which is a first step to becoming a Navy officer. Since the Navy often pays 

for its officers to attend graduate school, Killmonger likely attended MIT at the Navy’s expense. 

Following MIT, Killmonger would have gone through BUD/S to become a SEAL Officer. His 

first deployment leading a SEAL Team likely would have been somewhere in the Middle East. 

Then the quote seems to indicate that Killmonger changed direction in life, but with a deeper 

understanding of SEALs that is evidently not the case. JSOC, known in full as Joint Special 

Operations Command, is a subset of SOCOM, or Special Operations Command, that houses all 

of the U.S. military’s “Tier 1” special operations units. The Navy’s contribution to JSOC? SEAL 

Team Six. As such, Killmonger’s entire career prior to the events of Black Panther constitute a 

SEAL narrative. 

Examined holistically, Killmonger’s story contains various elements from the SEAL 

narratives studied in this thesis. Like Brown, Killmonger rose from ashes to the top of the U.S. 

military. Like Luttrell, Killmonger survived alone during critical periods of his life once his 

father died. Like Kyle, Killmonger accrued a record number of kills. And like O’Neill, 

Killmonger spent a large portion of his career on SEAL Team Six. In the SEAL context, 

Killmonger passed BUD/S, went to the battlefield, and physically tries to return home during the 

events of Black Panther. Although Killmonger is a longstanding Marvel villain, this incarnation 

of the character draws heavily from SEAL narratives to develop his back story. For many 

viewers, Killmonger is not even a villain in Black Panther, but an anti-hero. He wants to do the 

right thing except he goes about it the wrong way. This is reinforced as the protagonist, T’challa, 
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adopts a gentler version of Killmonger’s beliefs by the end of the film. In this way, SEAL 

narratives influence a superhero who then influences American culture.  

And Black Panther isn’t the only example. The John Wick films have gained acclaim for 

their dynamic fight scenes. As such, Keanu Reeves received much attention due to his extensive 

combat training for the role of the titular assassin…training he received, in part, from a Navy 

SEAL.259 More examples could be cited, but the point has been made. Although SEALs and 

superheroes will always have a purpose independently, perhaps future research should consider 

how SEALs and superheroes function dialectically in society, mutually driving each other’s 

heroic attributes while also remining distinct.  

 Having explored the implications of this thesis, two lingering questions remain. What 

about the future of the U.S. Navy SEALs as a whole? Will there ever be a time when SEALs are 

no longer needed? Indeed, there always seems to be another crisis or issue that requires the 

unique skillset of Navy SEALs to solve. In all likelihood, the proud heritage of the SEALs will 

endure for a long time. The SEAL overall mission is never done, even though it may end for one 

SEAL while another picks up the mantle. But what are the consequences of never-ending 

conflict for the SEAL community? Troublingly, the lack of any discernible end goal contributes 

to a sense of futility among the SEAL community. Yet it simultaneously reminds SEALs that 

they must always being on guard and ready to respond since their work is never finished. 

Each narrative of this thesis has covered a small aspect of the War on Terror, but it now 

seems appropriate to briefly combine them to gain a sense for the role of the SEAL community 

within the full scope of their post-9/11 counter-terrorist activities. Reading about Operation 

                                                
 

259 Vigilance Elite, “Inside Keanu Reeves Training for John Wick 3 with Navy SEAL and CIA Contractor 
Shawn Ryan,” Youtube.com, April 4, 2019, accessed 4/14/19, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KeGGitjc30g.  
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Neptune Spear in particular raises tough questions about why SEALs fight. For individual 

operations, it’s easy to discern what categorizes victory and defeat. Victory involves successful 

completion of the mission with minimal casualties. For SEALs, anything less than that is defeat. 

In the context of Neptune Spear, victory was attained by the successful killing of Bin Laden. In 

many respects, Neptune Spear was the ultimate, the most extreme mission, even for a group of 

operators who live by the extreme daily. Fortunately, all the SEALs survived Neptune Spear, but 

O’Neill’s book raises a troubling point that SEALs sometimes find their self-worth only through 

their next mission. Reflecting on the potential follow up of Neptune Spear, O’Neill remembers 

thinking, “What does it matter, I’m going to be dead anyway.”260 And evidently, he was not 

alone in that feeling. Of course, O’Neill wasn’t about to quit or give up the task. He just expected 

to die trying along with his entire team. As he notes, “I wasn’t nervous, just fatalistic.”261 Given 

the magnitude of Operation Neptune Spear and the fact that any ensuing mission would be less 

significant, many SEALs thought being killed while trying to take down Bin Laden was a good 

way to die.  

On previous missions, the SEALs always had a sense that there would be another task. 

They’d go on mission after mission, systematically dismantling Al-Qaeda and terrorist cells for 

weeks, months, and years on end. Even when the Army and Marines were stuck with the 

seemingly meaningless (and dangerous) grunt work of clearing entire cities in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, the SEALs were always in touch with the bigger picture of avenging 9/11 and 

killing Bin Laden. For many SEALs, they joined up because they wanted to fight in the War on 

                                                
 

260 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a  
Seal Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 297. 

 
261 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a  

Seal Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 297. 
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Terror, and more specifically, they wanted to be an integral part of it. And for the most part, that 

was precisely true. But now, facing the biggest prize of the war, there didn’t seem to be a 

tomorrow. Osama Bin Laden was the end of the line. For the operators of Neptune Spear, 

ensuring Bin Laden’s death was worth paying the ultimate price. 

 Even though each of the members of SEAL Team Six had different motivations, they all 

seemed to arrive at the same psychological place: trading their lives for the death of Bin Laden 

was worth it. Of course, every one of them would lay down his life for his teammates as well, 

which speaks to their sheepdog mentality. This concept of fighting for each other is also a 

driving force of Lone Survivor. Luttrell makes a point of emphasizing, “No SEAL was ever left 

alone to die on the battlefield. No SEAL.”262 For the SEAL Team Six operators waiting before 

Neptune Spear, something else was at play. In a revealing conversation before the raid, O’Neill 

talked with another SEAL, “the way SEALs never talk.”263 They eventually conclude that they 

were fighting for a hypothetical, representative victim of 9/11 who “had no desire to fight and no 

ability to defend herself. Now we were going to fight for her. We were going to fucking kill this 

guy. We were getting fired up just talking about it.”264 In this mindset, the SEALs linked the War 

on Terror, and particularly killing Bin Laden, into their broader purpose of protecting those who 

couldn’t protect themselves. In many ways, that same line of thoughts explains most all of what 

                                                
 

262 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a  
Seal Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 220. 
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SEALs do. From Chris Kyle, to Adam Brown, to Robert O’Neill, being a SEAL wasn’t about 

themselves; it was about sacrificing themselves for others.  

 All that being said, what happens after Bin Laden is killed? After the great enemy is 

vanquished, what is next? In the overall timeline of SEAL history, O’Neill’s narrative 

chronologically falls after all the other ones I read and is the only one with post-Bin Laden 

details. Shortly after O’Neill killed Bin Laden, he started planning to leave the Navy, but stuck 

around for one more year. The short answer is that there was nothing “next.” A large number of 

the SEALs from Neptune Spear died in a tragic helicopter accident. Meanwhile, the remainder of 

SEAL Team Six tried to pick up the pieces. In Afghanistan, things only got worse. O’Neill notes, 

“It was demoralizing to see that so much of what we’d accomplished and sacrificed for had 

started to come undone.”265 At the same time, the operational tempo slowed such that “we’d find 

a target more out of boredom than a real sense of mission.”266 It was almost as if an era had 

ended. The SEALs who had joined and stuck around up to that point were largely motivated by a 

desire to avenge the 9/11 terrorist attacks. But after 2011, almost all of that generation had died 

or retired. As O’Neill astutely observed when he was among the last of his kind left, “my time 

was passing.”267 What the new SEAL looks like now may be quite different. Many of the SEALs 

of today will be too young to remember 9/11 but would remember the killing of Bin Laden. For 

O’Neill it seems ironic that just as “the fascination with who we were and what we’d just done 
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exploded all around us,” the nature of what it meant to be a SEAL was changing.268 The bottom 

line, for many SEALs, there wasn’t anything of note after killing Bin Laden. 

 Perhaps much of this sentiment emerges from the way O’Neill’s generation viewed their 

role as SEALs. Bin Laden was the endgame and the only end game that mattered to them. A year 

after Adam Brown’s funeral, when his SEAL Team Six teammates killed Bin Laden, it felt as 

though Adam’s death had been properly avenged.269 That perspective shows that for Brown and 

his teammates, Bin Laden was always the goal. The death and sacrifice that occurred along the 

way was all worthwhile when that goal was achieved. The existential feelings of purposelessness 

only emerged after Bin Laden was destroyed. This speaks to the fact that SEALs are most 

comfortable within crisis. During the height of the War on Terror, no SEALs worried that their 

work was meaningless. 

  Crucially, despite the dominance of the War on Terror in the modern SEAL community, 

Fearless offers hints that the true purpose of SEALs is not beholden to any one target or mission. 

SEALs will always play a role in the ongoing battle between good and evil which never ends. At 

Adam Brown’s funeral, John Faas, one of Adam’s teammates and close friends sought to situate 

the SEALs within that ongoing struggle between good and evil. He declared, 

‘No country has shed more of its own blood for the freedom of other people than 
America. One need only take a glance at recent history to see the proof of this. ... And 
who is doing the heavy lifting now, in civilization’s current struggle with fundamentalist 
Islamic jihad? America. …This fight is every bit as significant as the struggles against the 
fascism of the Third Reich and the murderous communism of the Soviet Union. All of 
these ideologies share a common thread: an utter lack of respect for the dignity of 
individual human life. And it is precisely that respect for individual human dignity that 
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characterizes our Constitution and our willingness to help those who cannot defend 
themselves. …This is a struggle between the forces that would protect and nourish human 
dignity and freedom, and those that would destroy it. Adam Brown was part of that 
struggle. It is a struggle that is of eternal significance, and Adam’s contribution to it is of 
eternal significance.’270 
 

SEALs may not ever find peace, but they will always be needed even if they don’t consistently 

recognize it. On the battlefield, modern SEALs may feel disappointment since they lack anything 

substantial to work towards. But SEALs as a whole will never move beyond the final mission 

since another objective will inevitably appear. Furthermore, in American culture, SEALs play a 

subtle, yet important, role that will progressively become more meaningful with time. 

Ultimately, if and when the next Bin Laden threatens America, SEALs will be there, full of 

force, fury, and purpose. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This SEAL organizational chart shows the organizational structure of Naval Special 
Warfare Command. Note that “Development Group,” the combat command for SEAL Team Six, 
is conspicuously empty. 271 

                                                
 

271 “Organization,” Navy.mil, 2018, accessed 1/17/19. 
https://www.public.navy.mil/NSW/Documents/NSWC_OrgChart.pdf. 
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Appendix B 
Navy SEAL Creed272 
“In times of war or uncertainty there is a special breed of warrior ready to answer our Nation’s 
call. A common man with uncommon desire to succeed. Forged by adversity, he stands 
alongside America’s finest special operations forces to serve his country, the American people, 
and protect their way of life. I am that man. 
 
My Trident is a symbol of honor and heritage. Bestowed upon me by the heroes that have gone 
before, it embodies the trust of those I have sworn to protect. By wearing the Trident I accept the 
responsibility of my chosen profession and way of life. It is a privilege that I must earn every 
day. 
 
My loyalty to Country and Team is beyond reproach. I humbly serve as a guardian to my fellow 
Americans always ready to defend those who are unable to defend themselves. I do not advertise 
the nature of my work, nor seek recognition for my actions. I voluntarily accept the inherent 
hazards of my profession, placing the welfare and security of others before my own. 
 
I serve with honor on and off the battlefield. The ability to control my emotions and my actions, 
regardless of circumstance, sets me apart from other men. Uncompromising integrity is my 
standard. My character and honor are steadfast. My word is my bond. 
 
We expect to lead and be led. In the absence of orders I will take charge, lead my teammates and 
accomplish the mission. I lead by example in all situations. 
 
I will never quit. I persevere and thrive on adversity. My Nation expects me to be physically 
harder and mentally stronger than my enemies. If knocked down, I will get back up, every time. I 
will draw on every remaining ounce of strength to protect my teammates and to accomplish our 
mission. I am never out of the fight. 
 
We demand discipline. We expect innovation. The lives of my teammates and the success of our 
mission depend on me – my technical skill, tactical proficiency, and attention to detail. My 
training is never complete. 
 
We train for war and fight to win. I stand ready to bring the full spectrum of combat power to 
bear in order to achieve my mission and the goals established by my country. The execution of 
my duties will be swift and violent when required yet guided by the very principles that I serve to 
defend. 
 
Brave men have fought and died building the proud tradition and feared reputation that I am 
bound to uphold. In the worst of conditions, the legacy of my teammates steadies my resolve and 
silently guides my every deed. I will not fail.” 
 

                                                
 

272 Mark Divine, “SEAL Code: A Warrior Creed,” NavySeals.com, 2018, accessed 1/17/19. 
https://navyseals.com/nsw/seal-code-warrior-creed/. 
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Appendix C 

SEAL Hell Week starts on a Sunday night, but by the time Wednesday rolls around, the 

recruits left have turned a corner. At that point, they are more than halfway done with Hell Week 

and most of the recruits who plan on quitting would have already done so. As O’Neill puts it, “If 

you live to see the sunrise on Wednesday, you’ll make it. Probably. The instructors realize that if 

you’ve made it through sixty hours of brutal physical punishment with no sleep to speak of, 

you’ve most likely got what it takes to be a SEAL…From Wednesday morning on, instead of 

trying to make guys quit, they’re more likely to talk them into staying.”273 Since so much of 

being a SEAL is mental, instructors ensure only recruits mentally capable of being SEALs make 

it through Hell Week and Phase One. But once those elite few remain, the SEAL instructors 

carefully monitor and protect their health and welfare because they represent the future of the 

SEALs. Accordingly, after Wednesday, the instructors mainly try to keep the recruits awake and 

prevent them from injuring themselves until Hell Week officially ends. Furthermore, because 

Hell Week is so demanding, there are periodic, mandatory medical check-ups for recruits. 

O’Neill reports, “The docs don’t want to lose any students to hypothermia, broken bones, or 

runaway flesh-eating bacterial infections from all the cuts and scrape, but otherwise they aren’t 

too picky.”274 

Of course, even though the SEAL instructors ease up slightly, they still do not tolerate 

quitting. Sometimes during Hell Week, the instructors give recruits a second chance if they say 

                                                
 

273 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal 
Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 66. 

 
274 Robert O'Neill, The Operator: Firing the Shots that Killed Osama Bin Laden and My Years as a Seal 

Team Warrior (New York, NY: Scribner, 2017), 63. 
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they want to quit. But if they get a second chance, they always end up dropping later anyways. 

By letting certain recruits temporarily return after quitting only to quit again, instructors 

demonstrate to the others that quitting is not caused by a moment of weakness but by a 

pervasive, fatal mindset. As Luttrell notes, “I later learned that when a man quits and is given 

another chance and takes it, he never makes it through. All the instructors know that. If the 

thought of DOR [Drop on Request] enters a man’s head, he’s not a Navy SEAL.”275 Luttrell 

further calls the thought of quitting “poison” to the mind.276 

Following Hell Week, recruit training is handled differently in Phases Two and Three. 

Since so few men are able to even make it that far, the Navy starts working with recruits instead 

of against them. By this point, the recruits know their instructors and vice versa. During Dive 

Phase (Phase Two) and Land Warfare (Phase Three) there are less drops and more rolls. For 

example, when Adam Brown couldn’t pass pool competency (a series of technical tasks 

underwater while near the point of drowning) he got rolled back into the next class.277 His 

instructors were right to have faith in him as Adam would eventually make it to SEAL Team Six 

and earn multiple citations for his conduct in battle. Essentially, the Navy is more willing to let 

students retry until they figure it out instead of just cutting them loose at this point in BUD/S. 

  

                                                
 

275 Marcus Luttrell, Lone Survivor: The Eyewitness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of 
SEAL Team 10 (New York, NY: Hachette Book Group, 2007), 136. 

 
276 Marcus Luttrell, Lone Survivor: The Eyewitness Account of Operation Redwing and the Lost Heroes of 

SEAL Team 10 (New York, NY: Hachette Book Group, 2007), 137. 
 
277 Eric Blehm, Fearless: The Undaunted Courage and Ultimate Sacrifice of Navy SEAL Team SIX 

Operator Adam Brown (Colorado Springs, CO: WaterBrook Press, 2012), 115. 
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IN MEMORIAM 
 

This list, current as of 1/16/19, includes every SEAL killed due to their service since 

9/11.278 Many of the SEALs listed in this final appendix may not be immediately recognizable to 

the reader. Accordingly, those referenced in this thesis will be highlighted. The SEALs whose 

deaths are mentioned in Fearless are highlighted in gold. The DEVGRU SEALs who died on 

August 6, 2011 when a Chinook, callsign Extortion 17, crashed killing all on board are written in 

navy. This incident is most heavily referenced in The Operator, but also in Fearless. The SEALs 

who died during Operation Redwing, both Luttrell’s recon team and the recue team, are 

highlighted in red. Finally, the SEALs who died within American Sniper are highlighted in 

purple. Please note, Chris Kyle is not included in this list because his death is classified as a 

civilian homicide, unrelated to his military service. Furthermore, despite my best efforts, some 

SEALs may be incorrectly designated or not represented at all on this list. Some SEAL deaths 

are not officially recorded as combat deaths because the fallen SEAL may have been operating 

as part of a CIA sponsored black ops mission. This is especially prevalent for DEVGRU SEALs. 

Additionally, many SEAL narratives use nicknames to reference their comrades either out of 

habit, to respect their privacy, or to preserve their secret operations. This can make it challenging 

to correctly pay respects to the intended SEAL. Nevertheless, any omissions or errors in this list 

are my responsibility alone and should indicate the quantity of SEALs who have given their lives 

in service. 

  

                                                
 

278 “In Memoriam, Never to be Forgotten,” NavySEALFoundation.org, January 16, 2019, accessed 4/13/19, 
https://www.navysealfoundation.org/our-fallen-heroes/.  
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NSW Killed in Action since September 2001 
• Kyle Milliken 

Senior Chief 
Special Warfare 
Operator (SEAL) 
Somalia 
05 May 2017 

• William "Ryan" 
Owens 
Senior Chief 
Special Warfare 
Operator (SEAL) 
Yemen 
29 January 2017 

• Jason C. Finan 
Chief Petty Officer 
(EOD) 
Iraq 
20 October 2016 

• Charles Humphrey 
Keating, IV 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Iraq 
3 May 2016 

• Christian M. Pike 
Chief Cryptologic 
Technician 
Technical (TECH) 
Afghanistan 
14 March 2013 

• Nicolas D. 
Checque 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
AFGHANISTAN 
8 December 2012 

• Kevin R. Ebbert 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
24 November 2012 

• Matthew G. Kantor 

Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
1 November 2012 

• David J. Warsen 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
16 August 2012 

• Patrick D. Feeks 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
16 August 2012 

• Sean P. Carson 
Explosive 
Ordnance Disposal 
Technician 1st 
Class (EOD) 
Afghanistan 
16 August 2012 

• Christopher E. 
Mosko 
Lieutenant (EOD) 
Afghanistan 
26 April 2012 

• Caleb A. Nelson 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
1 October 2011 

• Jason R. Workman 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Kraig M. K. 
Vickers 
Senior Chief 
Explosive 

Ordnance Disposal 
Technician (EOD) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Aaron C. Vaughn 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Jon T. Tumilson 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Michael J. Strange 
Cryptologic 
Technician 
Collections 1st 
Class (TECH) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Nicholas P. Spehar 
Special Warfare 
Operator 2nd Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Heath M. Robinson 
Senior Chief 
Special Warfare 
Operator (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Robert J. Reeves 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Thomas A. Ratzlaff 
Senior Chief 
Special Warfare 
Operator (SEAL) 
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Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Jesse D. Pittman 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Nicholas H. Null 
Chief Explosive 
Ordnance Disposal 
Technician (EOD) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Stephen M. Mills 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Matthew D. Mason 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Louis Langlais 
Master Chief 
Special Warfare 
Operator (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Jonas B. Kelsall 
Lieutenant 
Commander 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Kevin A. Houston 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• John W. Faas 

Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afganistan 
6 August 2011 

• John Douangdara 
Master at Arms 1st 
Class (TECH) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Jared W. Day 
Information 
Systems 
Technician 1st 
Class (TECH) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Christopher G. 
Campbell 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Brian R. Bill 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Darrik C. Benson 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
6 August 2011 

• Adam O. Smith 
Special Warfare 
Operator 2nd Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
21 September 2010 

• Denis C. Miranda 
Special Warfare 
Operator 3rd Class 
(SEAL) 

Afghanistan 
21 September 2010 

• David B. 
McLendon 
Senior Chief 
Cryptologic 
Technician 
Collections 
(TECH) 
Afghanistan 
21 September 2010 

• Brendan J. Looney 
Lieutenant (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
21 September 2010 

• Collin T. Thomas 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
18 August 2010 

• Adam L. Brown 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
17 March 2010 

• Tyler J. Trahan 
Explosive 
Ordnance Disposal 
Technician 2nd 
Class (EOD) 
Iraq 
30 April 2009 

• John W. Marcum 
Senior Chief 
Special Warfare 
Operator (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
12 September 2008 

• Jason R. Freiwald 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
12 September 2008 
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• Joshua T. Harris 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
30 August 2008 

• Luis A. Souffront 
Explosive 
Ordnance Disposal 
Technician 1st 
Class (EOD) 
Iraq 
7 February 2008 

• Nathan H. Hardy 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Iraq 
4 February 2008 

• Michael E. Koch 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Iraq 
4 February 2008 

• Mark T. Carter 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Iraq 
11 December 2007 

• Robert R. McRill 
Mass 
Communications 
Specialist 1st Class 
(TECH) 
Iraq 
6 July 2007 

• Jason D. Lewis 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Iraq 
6 July 2007 

• Steven P. 
Daugherty 

Cryptologic 
Technician 
Technical 1st Class 
(TECH) 
Iraq 
6 July 2007 

• Joseph C. 
Schwedler 
Special Warfare 
Operator 2nd Class 
(SEAL) 
Iraq 
6 April 2007 

• Michael A. 
Monsoor 
Master at Arms 2nd 
Class (SEAL) 
Iraq 
29 September 2006 

• Marc A. Lee 
Aviation 
Ordnanceman 2nd 
Class (SEAL) 
Iraq 
2 August 2006 

• Matthew G. 
Axelson 
Sonar Technician 
Surface 2nd Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
28 June 2005 

• Danny P. Dietz, Jr. 
Gunner's Mate 2nd 
Class (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
28 June 2005 

• Jacques J. Fontan 
Chief Fire 
Controlman 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
28 June 2005 

• Erik S. Kristensen 

Lieutenant 
Commander 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
28 June 2005 

• Jeffrey A. Lucas 
Electronics 
Technician 1st 
Class (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
28 June 2005 

• Jeffrey S. Taylor 
Hospital Corpsman 
1st Class (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
28 June 2005 

• Michael M. 
McGreevy, Jr. 
Lieutenant (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
28 June 2005 

• Michael P. Murphy 
Lieutenant (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
28 June 2005 

• Daniel R. Healy 
Senior Chief 
Information 
Systems 
Technician (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
28 June 2005 

• Shane E. Patton 
Machinist Mate 
2nd Class (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
28 June 2005 

• James E. Suh 
Quartermaster 2nd 
Class (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
28 June 2005 

• Brian J. Ouellette 
Boatswain's Mate 
1st Class (SEAL) 
Afghanistan  
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29 May 2004 
• David M. Tapper 

Photographer's 
Mate 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan  
20 August 2003 

• Thomas E. Retzer 
Internal 
Communications 
Specialist 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
26 June 2003 

• Matthew J. 
Bourgeois 
Chief Hospital 
Corpsman (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
27 March 2002 

• Neil C. Roberts 
Aviation 
Boatswain’s Mate 
1st Class (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
4 March 2002 

NSW Killed in 
Training since 
September 2001 

• Remington J. 
Peters 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
28 May 2017 

• James Derek 
Lovelace 
Seaman 
6 May 2016 

• Jason D. Kortz 
Special Warfare 
Operator 3rd Class 
(SEAL) 
18 March 2015 

• William B. 
Marston 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
10 January 2015 

• Bradley S. Cavner 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
23 June 2014 

• Jonathan H. 
Kaloust 
Special Warfare 
Operator 3rd Class 
(SEAL) 
15 May 2013 

• Brett D. Shadle 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
28 March 2013 

• Matthew J. 
Leathers 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
19 February 2013 

• Thomas C. Fouke 
Lieutenant (TECH) 
17 January 2012 

• Tyler S. Stimson 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
16 July 2010 

• Ronald T. Woodle 
Special Warfare 
Operator 2nd Class 
(SEAL) 
16 February 2010 

• Andrew J. Lightner 
Aircrew Survival 
Equipmentman 1st 
Class (TECH) 
18 June 2009 

• Eric F. 
Shellenberger 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
7 May 2009 

• Lance M. Vaccaro 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
6 March 2008 

• Thomas J. 
Valentine 
Senior Chief 
Special Warfare 
Operator (SEAL) 
13 February 2008 

• Shapoor A. Ghane 
Special Warfare 
Operator 2nd Class 
(SEAL) 
30 January 2008 

• Freddie N. Porter 
Storekeeper 
Seaman (TECH) 
11 October 2007 

• Luis M. Gutierrez 
Chief Engineman 
(TECH) 
30 January 2006 

• Theodore D. 
Fitzhenry 
Senior Chief 
Corpsman (SEAL) 
15 June 2004 

• Robert P. Vetter 
Boatswain's Mate 
1st Class (SWCC) 
29 February 2004 

• Mario G. Maestas 
Information 
Systems 
Technician 2nd 
Class (SEAL) 
3 July 2003 

• Peter G. Oswald 
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Commander 
(SEAL) 
27 August 2002 

NSW Line of 
Duty since 
September 2001 

• David Metcalf 
Lieutenant Junior 
Grade (SEAL) 
Camp Lejeune, NC 
02 January 2019 

• Chad Michael 
Wilkinson 
Senior Chief 
Special Warfare 
Operator (SEAL) 
Virginia Beach, 
VA  
29 October 2018 

• Justin William 
Pegg 
Special Warfare 
Operator 3rd Class 
(SEAL) 
Virginia Beach, 
VA 
17 May 2018 

• Eduardo Valadez 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Hawaii 
19 December 2017 

• Mark Weiss 
Lieutenant (SEAL) 
Tanzania 
11 November 2017 

• Seth Anthony 
Stone 
Commander 
(SEAL) 
Perris, CA 
30 September 2017 

• Leslie A. Bruner 

Senior Chief 
Cryptologic 
Technician 
Collections 
(TECH) 
Virginia Beach, 
VA 
07 September 2017 

• Steven A. Wilcox 
Intelligence 
Specialist 1st Class 
(TECH) 
Hawaii 
3 July 2017 

• James Celani 
Lieutenant 
Commander 
(TECH) 
San Diego 
10 June 2017 

• William Matthew 
Weinrich 
Petty Officer 1st 
Class (TECH) 
5 April 2017 

• Devon J. Grube 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Virginia Beach 
28 December 2016 

• Jesse Ervin Ready, 
Jr. 
Lieutenant (TECH) 
Mississippi 
11 January 2016 

• Michael Wesley 
Rodman 
Senior Chief 
Aviation 
Electronics 
Technician (TECH) 
Virginia Beach 
28 October 2015 

• Bryan Christopher 
Beiriger 

Master Chief 
Special Warfare 
Operator (SEAL) 
San Diego 
23 October 2015 

• Travis Haire 
Lieutenant 
Commander (Tech) 
Hawaii 
9 October 2015 

• Nathan Hall 
Logistics Specialist 
First Class (Tech) 
Virginia 
19 June 2015 

• Zacharias Edward 
Buob 
Chief Special 
Warfare Boat 
Operator (SWCC) 
San Diego 
28 May 2015 

• Cary Louis 
Kaminski, Jr. 
Chief Engineman 
(TECH) 
Mississippi 
23 May 2015 

• Ryan Daniel Burris 
Electronics 
Technician 2nd 
Class (TECH) 
Abu Dhabi 
21 May 2015 

• Brett A. Marihugh 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Virginia Beach 
26 April 2015 

• Seth C. Lewis 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Virginia Beach 
24 April 2015 
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• Evan Hunter 
Lederer 
Construction 
Mechanic 3rd Class 
(TECH) 
Mississippi 
18 November 2014 

• David A. Fegyo 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Virginia  
5 October 2014 

• Gary M. Garbers 
Chief Warrant 
Officer (SEAL) 
California 
24 August 2013 

• Florencio Lacanlale 
Paranyo 
Chief Logistics 
Specialist (TECH) 
San Diego 
7 March 2013 

• Job W. Price 
Commander 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
22 December 2012 

• Daniel Jacob 
Hubman 
Special Warfare 
Operator 2nd Class 
(SEAL) 
Virginia Beach, 
VA 
12 October 2012 

• Dion R. Roberts 
Gunner's Mate 2nd 
Class (TECH) 
Afghanistan 
24 September 2012 

• James Michael 
Curran 
Builder Seaman 3rd 
Class (TECH) 

Virginia Beach, 
VA 
15 April 2012 

• Gene "Geno" 
Clayton, Jr. 
Special Warfare 
Officer 3rd Class 
(SEAL) 
California 
5 January 2012 

• Michael Rex 
Tatham 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Indonesia 
12 October 2011 

• Robert Andrew 
"Gus" Kaminski 
Commander 
(SEAL) 
San Diego 
27 May 2011 

• Anthony J. Lembo 
Special Warfare 
Boat Operator 1st 
Class ( SWCC) 
Virginia Beach 
8 November 2010 

• Jeremy Allan Crow 
Senior Chief 
Special Warfare 
Boat Operator 
(SWCC) 
Virginia 
15 February 2010 

• Kenneth Owens 
Navy Diver 2nd 
Class (TECH) 
Honolulu 
12 October 2009 

• Ryan C. Job 
Special Warfare 
Operator 2nd Class 
(SEAL) 
24 September 2009 

• Sean Michael 
Flynn 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
Virginia Beach 
01 February 2009 

• Shawn Mann 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
California 
1 January 2009 

• Kyle Paulson 
Gunners Mate 2nd 
Class (SEAL) 
13 April 2008 

• Jeffrey P. Blish 
Special Warfare 
Boat Operator 2nd 
Class (SWCC) 
San Diego 
16 December 2006 

• Michael Bell 
Special Warfare 
Operator 2nd Class 
(SEAL) 
12 April 2006 

• Cletus Wayne 
Doyle, Jr. 
Special Warfare 
Boat Operator 2nd 
Class (SWCC) 
Mississippi 
20 October 2005 

• Scott Walker Shaw 
Gunners Mate 1st 
Class (TECH) 
27 July 2005 

• Michael Lawrence 
Doyle 
Information 
Systems 
Technician 1st 
Class (TECH) 
Mississippi 
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20 November 2004 
• Scott Edward 

Groeschner 
Lieutenant 
Commander 
(SEAL) 
Ukraine 
12 November 2004 

• Jerry O. Pope, II 
Ensign (SEAL) 
Yemen 
17 October 2002 

NSW Veteran – 
Diplomatic 
Mission 

• Scott Andrew 
Wirtz 
Syria 
16 January 2019 

• Brian Ray Hoke 
Lieutenant (SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
21 October 2016 

• Tyrone S. Woods, 
Sr. 
Senior Chief 
Special Warfare 
Operator (SEAL) 
Libya 
12 September 2012 

• Glen A. Doherty 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Libya 
12 September 2012 

• Jeremy Wise 

Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
Afghanistan 
30 December 2009 

• Chris Mueller 
Gunners Mate 2nd 
Class (SEAL) 
25 October 2003 

Other NSW 
Losses since 
September 2001 

• William Chad 
Mulder 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
9 June 2017 

• Ryan Francis 
Larkin 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
23 April 2017 

• Mark Justin Minor 
SEAL 
25 December 2016 

• Daniel DelBianco 
Seaman 
Coronado 
5 April 2016 

• Caplen Weare 
Master at Arms 2nd 
Class (TECH) 
California 
15 November 2015 

• Linkon Charles 
Bashew 
Special Warfare 
Operator 1st Class 
(SEAL) 
3 August 2014 

• David M. Collins 
Chief Special 
Warfare Operator 
(SEAL) 
12 March 2014 

• Robert Bryan 
Guzzo, Jr. 
Special Warfare 
Operator 2nd Class 
(SEAL) 
12 November 2012 

• David Wayne 
LaConte 
Senior Chief 
Special Warfare 
Operator (SEAL) 
Afghanistan  
13 November 2009 

• Mark Barry 
Metherell 
Sonar Technician 
Surface 2nd Class 
(SEAL) 
Baghdad, Iraq 
11 April 2008 

• Richard Allen 
Bruce 
Photographer's 
Mate 3rd Class 
(SEAL) 
Iraq 
02 June 2004 

 
 

THANK YOU ALL. 


