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About the Book
In March of 2003, the Iraq War began with a U.S.-led invasion that toppled Saddam
Hussein’s regime and paved the way for other key objectives. These objectives included
finding and destroying weapons of mass destruction (WMDs), rooting out safe havens for
al-Qaida in Iraq, and making the country safe for democratic reform. After nearly four
years of conflict and billions spent, however, the search for WMDs had been recognized
as illusory, and other key objectives were under threat by a relentless insurgency and by a
horrific expansion of sectarian violence between Sunni and Shia factions. In January of
2007, President Bush announced a new strategy to address these dire circumstances—a
strategy, dubbed the “surge,” driven by a sharp increase in troop levels and a counterinsurgency plan. A special battalion, the 2-16 Rangers, was created to carry out this
mission in one of the most dangerous and unpredictable areas of Bagdad. The Good
Soldiers is the story of the Rangers—their lives and losses, their courage and tragedy.

Identifying with The Good Soldiers
Have you or someone close to you—a good friend, a
parent, a sibling—fought in the wars in Iraq or
Afghanistan? If you have served, how do you try to
shape the way your friends or family understanding
these wars? If you haven’t, describe how these
individuals have shaped your sense of these wars.

We often experience war through films such as The Hurt
Locker, through books such as The Things They Carried, or
through social and news media. What, for you, have
been some of the most influential depictions of war,
and how does Finkel’s journalistic account relate to
these personally influential representations?

Are the loss, grief, and pain that Finkel describes—as
well as the sense of community and camaraderie—
unique to intense war environments, or is there
something universal in these experiences?

It might seem silly—or even insensitive—to compare
the transitions faced by soldiers heading to war with
those faced by students heading to college. Yet in both
scenarios young people move away from home, are
placed amidst relative strangers in a new environment,
and are presented with challenging circumstances and
unique opportunities for personal and professional
growth. Discuss how these two transitional moments
are different, but also how they resemble one another.

If you are in your late teens or early 20s, you came of
age with the Iraq war in the background in the same
way that your parents and grandparents grew up in
the midst of Vietnam, the Korean War, or WWII. In
what ways has this been or not been a defining
experience in your life either politically or personally?

Common Acronyms
AO: area of operation
BAMC: Brooke Army Med
Center
COP: command outpost
DFAC: dining facility
EFP: explosively formed
projectile
FOB : forward operating base
GAO: Government
Accountability Office
IED: improvised explosive device
JAM: armies of Muqtada al-Sadr
KIA: killed in action
PFC: Private First Class
PTSD: post-traumatic stress
disorder
PX: post exchange (retail store)
RPG: rocket-propelled grenade
Arabic Phrases
As-salamu Alaykum - peace be
upon you (common greeting)
Wa Alaykum as-salam - and unto
you peace (common response)
habibi - dear friend
shaku maku - what’s up?
shukran la su’alek - thank you for
asking
saffya daffya - sunny and warm
marfood - disapproved
qadenee lel jenoon - it drives me
crazy
cooloh khara - it’s all bullshit
allah ye sheelack - may God take
your soul

Engaging The Good Soldiers
Would you consider Finkel’s account of the 2-16’s
role in the surge strategy to be objective and nonpartisan, or are there moments where Finkel seems to
offer a clearer critique of the War and how it affects
soldiers, civilians, and nations alike?

War complicates the idea of “home” for soldiers, Iraqi
civilians, and also for those left behind. How is the
sense of “home” destabilized literally and figuratively
in The Good Soldiers? And how is a sense of “home,” at
times, recovered?

Leadership comes in many forms. What are the most
striking examples of leadership in The Good Soldiers?
What does this say about what makes a great leader?

Is this a story about strong ideals or a story of their
gradual disintegration? A story of optimistic characters
who hold those ideals close like Kauzlarich, or a story
of those who view such optimism as, to quote some of
the Rangers, a “lost Kauz.” Can it be both?

When we think of the war wounded, it is easy to
think about visible traces made by bullets and bombs.
But what are the psychological effects of war, and
how are these registered in Finkel’s account?
“In the United States,” Finkel writes, “the news was
all macro rather than micro.” What are some of the
most meaningful and harrowing “micro” moments
that Finkel reveals, and how do these shape the
“macro” version of the war we get through the news?

The counter-insurgency strategy associated with the
surge required strong cooperation and communication
with Iraqi civilians. Where do you find evidence that
this strategy might be successful in Finkel’s description
of relationships between U.S. soldiers and Iraqis? Does
the strategy or the relationships on which it depends
seem to break down at certain points? If so, how?
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