Draft Lottery 1974 1

Draft Lottery 1974

Downloaded from
www.everybodystreet.com
by Cayden & Page

Draft Lottery 1974

THE 1974 DRAFT LOTTERY: A
FINAL ROLL OF THE DICE IN THE
VIETNAM ERA

On March 20, 1974, a small, unassuming
ceremony took place in a Washington
D.C. auditorium, one that would quietly
mark the end of a tumultuous chapter in
American history. The Draft Lottery
1974 was the last time the Selective
Service System would randomly assign
draft numbers to young American men.
For those born in 1955, this was the
moment that could decide their
future—whether they would face the
possibility of military service or be
granted a reprieve. While it lacked the
raw, visceral drama of the earlier
lotteries during the height of the
Vietham War, the 1974 draft lottery
carried profound symbolic weight. It
represented the final, fading echo of a
system that had defined a generation,
and it underscored the deep scars left by
a war that had bitterly divided the
nation.

To truly understand the significance of
the 1974 draft lottery, one must look
back at the history of conscription in
America, the mechanics of the lottery
system, and the enduring legacy of a
mechanism that was both a bureaucratic
tool and a cultural lightning rod. This
article delves deep into the final draft
lottery, explaining how it worked, who it
affected, and why it remains a poignant
footnote in the story of the Vietnam War
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The Road to the
Lottery: A Brief
History of
Conscription

The United States has a long and
complicated relationship with military
conscription. From the Civil War draft
riots to the World War Il selective
service, the idea of the government
compelling citizens to fight has always
sparked debate. However, the draft
lottery system as we know it today was
born directly out of the Vietnam War.
Prior to 1969, the Selective Service used
a system of local draft boards that
granted broad discretion and led to
widespread accusations of class and
racial bias. College deferments, medical
exemptions, and the ability to pull
strings meant that the burden of service
fell disproportionately on the poor and
working class.

In response to growing public outrage,
President Richard Nixon championed a
reform: a random lottery that would
leave less room for favoritism. The first
lottery was held on December 1, 1969,
for men born between 1944 and 1950.
That event, broadcast live on national
television, became an iconic moment of
its own. Birth dates were drawn from a
glass bowl and assigned sequential
numbers running from 1 to 366. Men
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whose birthdays were drawn first faced
the highest probability of being called
up. The 1974 draft lottery was simply
the final iteration of this process,
covering men born in 1955.

How the 1974
Draft Lottery
Worked

The mechanics of the 1974 draft lottery
were nearly identical to those of its
predecessors, with a few procedural
refinements. The event was conducted
by the Selective Service System at the
Department of Health, Education, and
Welfare building in Washington, D.C. Just
as in 1969, the lottery used two sets of
containers. One set held capsules
numbered 1 through 365 (or 366 in a
leap year—1974 was not a leap year, so
365 dates were used) representing each
day of the year. The other set held
capsules numbered from 1 to 365,
representing the draft priority numbers.

During the ceremony, an official selected
a date capsule. Then, a second capsule
was picked to determine its draft
number. For example, if January 1 was
paired with draft number 150, every
American man born on January 1, 1955,
would have a priority number of 150.
Those with low numbers (1 through often
195, depending on the year) were
virtually guaranteed to be called for
induction. High numbers, like 300 or
above, meant almost certain immunity.
The drawing continued until all 365 birth
dates had been paired with a number.

By 1974, the U.S. had already withdrawn
from direct combat operations in
Vietnam, and the draft itself had

officially ended in January 1973. So why
hold a lottery at all? The answer lies in
the continuing requirement for the
Selective Service to remain in a state of
readiness. The lottery was a standby
measure. It was intended to determine
the order of call if Congress ever
reinstated conscription. For men born in
1955, the 1974 draft lottery was an
abstract threat. They knew the war was
over, but the possibility of a future
conflict kept the system alive.

The Context of
the Vietnam War
and the Draft

To appreciate the atmosphere
surrounding the 1974 draft lottery, one
must step back into the political and
social climate of the early 1970s. The
Vietnam War had officially ended with
the Paris Peace Accords in January 1973,
but the emotional and political fallout
lingered. The draft had been a central
source of antiwar sentiment. News of
draft cards being burned, young men
fleeing to Canada, and protests at
college campuses had dominated
headlines for years. The 1974 draft
lottery was taking place in a world that
had already turned against the war.

By 1974, President Nixon was embroiled
in the Watergate scandal, and public
trust in the government was at an all-
time low. For the men of 1955—who had
turned 19 in 1974—the lottery felt like a
relic from a recent but traumatic past.
They were the last cohort to be
subjected to the random selection
process. Their older brothers and cousins
had been forced to worry about their
draft number during the height of the
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war. The 1974 class often felt a strange
mixture of relief and anxiety. Relief that
the shooting war was over, but anxiety
because the lottery still had the power to
disrupt their lives.

Military planners, meanwhile, used the
lottery to maintain a pool of registrants
ready for any unforeseen emergency.
The Cold War was still a reality, and the
Selective Service argued that a standby
lottery was essential for national
security. But for the men of 1955, the
1974 draft lottery was a bureaucratic
exercise that seemed to serve little
practical purpose other than to remind
them of their ultimate obligation to the
state.

Who Was
Affected? The
Lives Behind the
Numbers

Understanding the human impact of the
1974 draft lottery requires looking at the
demographics of the 1955 birth cohort.
Roughly 1.8 million American men
turned 19 that year. They represented
the last wave of baby boomers who
would ever face the draft. For most, the
lottery was a brief footnote in their
young lives. However, for those who
drew low numbers, the implications were
serious. Even though no new inductions
were ordered, the low-number men were
placed on standby, meaning they could
be called up if the President declared a
national emergency.

This standby status had real
consequences. Some young men altered
their career plans, avoiding jobs that

might be hard to leave. Others
postponed marriage or buying a home. A
few, gripped by the lingering fear of
being sent to a future conflict, even
considered emigrating. While the
number of men who actually altered
their lives significantly because of the
1974 draft lottery was small compared
to those in earlier years, the
psychological weight was undeniable.
The lottery reinforced a sense of
powerlessness—the idea that one's fate
could be determined by a random
number drawn from a capsule.

Moreover, the 1974 draft lottery also
affected attitudes toward military service
itself. Many of those with low numbers
became more actively opposed to the
concept of a large standing army.
Antiwar organizations, though
diminished, used the lottery to urge
young men to register as conscientious
objectors or to seek alternative service
options. The lottery thus remained a
focal point for activism, even as the war
itself faded from the headlines.

The Mechanics of
the Draw:
Transparency or
Flawed Process?

One of the key criticisms of earlier draft
lotteries had been the integrity of the
random selection process. The 1969
lottery, in particular, suffered from a
statistical anomaly. An error in the
mixing of the capsules meant that men
born later in the year were more likely to
receive low numbers. This was later
discovered by statisticians who analyzed



the results, leading to a public outcry
over the fairness of the system. The
government was forced to acknowledge
the flaw, and subsequent lotteries,
including the 1974 draft lottery, took
greater care to ensure randomness.

For the 1974 draw, officials used a
multistep randomization procedure. The
day capsules were thoroughly mixed in a
large rotating drum before being pulled.
Similarly, the number capsules were
mixed in a separate drum. To further
reduce any bias, the drawing sequence
alternated between date and number
selection. While no randomization
process is perfect, the 1974 lottery was
widely considered to be far more

statistically sound than its predecessors.
This attention to procedure did not make
the lottery any less ominous, but it did
restore a measure of faith that the
system was at least fair in its
randomness.

The Legacy of

the 1974 Draft
Lottery

The 1974 draft lottery stands as a final
punctuation mark in the history of the
Viethnam-era draft. It was the last time
the Selective Service used
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