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- In "Women Can't Fight," Webb proceeded along three axes.' His first argument was based on women's physical 
limitations for service in the Marine Corps infantry. It was deceptive in that he treated an irrelevance as if it were 
the heart of the matter. Women then, as now, were not permitted that service option. It was hardly a gender- 
specific observation at any rate, since roughly ninety-seven percent of all academy graduates did not serve in 
the Marine Corps infantry. While unstated, there is a subtle undertone in Webb's article implying that aviators 
and surface and sub-surface naval officers fall somewhat short of being full-fledged combat officers - hence the 
focus on Marine Corps infantry in an article based on women at the Naval Academy.. 

The second argument - Webb's psychosexual thesis -- is both deceptive and bizarre. It says the presence of 
women at the academy sexually sterilizes the men. Men then lose the capacity to celebrate their masculinity. 
Apparently, this emasculation is fungible. Webb said it sterilizes the entire process of combat leaderrhip. When 
"Women Cant Fight" was written, ninety percent of all men commissioned in the Marine Corps went to civilian 
colleges with women. They also spent ten weeks at Officer Candidate School, away from women, during one 
summer of their college years. Presumably those ten weeks unsterilized the men, restored their celebratory 
powers, and vaccinated them against reinfection when they returned to school with all those potentially 
sterilizing women. British author Martin Amis provides a current example that could help explain Webb's theory, 
namely the fundamentalist Muslim jihadist." Although he claims other causes of offense, what the jihadist, from 
his patriarchic culture, really hates about the west, is the equality of women. When he sees a woman driving a 
car he feels dishonored. Sirnilally, when a mere woman performs the same military duties as a man, Webb and 
his fellow travelers also seem to experience dishonor. The author's pitiful cry from Women Can't Fight" is Quote 
"Where can someone who knows he is a man go to celebrate his masculinity?" Unquote. 

Webb's third argument is that the presence of women prevents the development of combat leaders. He claimed 
the academy's original mission was the transformation of midshipmen into warriors, primarily in their first year, 
using a process of physical and psychological brutality. Webb believes part of his ascent to warrior status 
occurred when upperclassmen physically and brutally dubbed him with a m.cket bat. It was, he said, preparation 
f o ~  combat, and survival in prisoner of war camps. During Webb's brief sojourn in the English Department, he 
was offended to learn that "leadership by brutality" was no longer standard practice. His frantic search for a 
causal agent yielded several conclusions, namely: the mission must have changed; the academy must have 
decided to stop producing warriors; the catalyst must have been the presence of women, since they would not 
be able to tolerate the physical brutality. Case closed. Thought process over. 

As an alternative to trashing the women and the academy, Webb might simply have aired his concerns with the 
Superintendent. Admiral Lawrence could have told him that brutality was not practiced over most of the 
academy's history. Congressional legislation way back in 1872 outlawed hazing and defined it as: quote 
'unauthorized assumption of authority by a midshipman whereby another midshipman is exposed to any c ~ e n y ,  
indignity, humiliation, hardship or oppression, or the deprivation or abridgment of any right"" unquote. The 
admiral could have cited his six-year experience as a frequently-tortured prisoner in Hanoi's dungeons to 
debunk any linkage between arbitrary, pubescent brutality and long- term survival as a POW. Hazing, of course, 
is simply the adolescent version of child abuse. It has the same dynamic; the victims perpetuate the abuse on 
subsequent generations. In 1872, then-superintendent John Worden addressed the hazing that inspired the 
federal law. He told the brigade, quote ". . . the academy will be purified of this disgraceful practice and its 
rebellious spirit. . . by the dismissal, if necessary, of every cadet - to the very last . . ."'2 Unquote. From the 
beginning, dismissal was the purifying response whenever hazing raised its obscene head. 

Webb's deception on the "preparation-for-combat" issue surfaced in various ways for years. A mere three 
months affer publication of Women Can? Fight," he lectured at the Marine Corps Command and Staff College. 
He said male Marine Corps Lieutenants who attended the academy with women were no longer competitive at 
the Basic School, compared with officers from other commissioning sources. The next day the college Director, 
issued a memorandum to all students, exposing Webb's claims as false.l3 Class standings of academy 
graduates at the Basic School were, in fact, higher than their contemporaries from other commissioning 
sources. 

- In 1987, eight years afler the publication of Women Can7 Fight," the Senate held confirmation hearings to 
determine Mr. Webb's fanes5 to be Secretary of the Navy. When asked, in those hearings, about women at the 
academy, he said, in essence, "the academy no longer holds to its mission of producing combat leaders; so the 
presence of women isn't a big deal any m ~ r e . " ' ~  Mr. Webb, at the moment he was about to become Navy 
Secretary, was being absolutely consistent with the views he expressed in "Women Can't Fight." 



Shortly after assuming office he issued a directive announcing an officer and enlisted promotion policy that 
would emphasize combat perfo~mance.~~ Since the law kept them out of combat billets, women obviously felt 
disadvantaged by this directive. 

Secretary Webb was adamant that women at the Naval Academy prevented the development of combat 
leaders, and he quickly attempted remediation. Midshipmen going into the Marine Corps would have to spend a 
summer at Quantico approximating the regimen undergone by non-academy officer candidates -this in addition 
to the four-year challenge at the a~ademy. '~ Within two years midshipmen applications for commissions in the 
Marine Corps dropped by nearly fey percent. Fortunately. Secretary Webb quit his post afler only nine 
months, and his action was reversed. Today the academy gets triple the Marine Corps applicants as it did afler 
Secretary Webb instituted his solution for which there was no problem. 

There is substantial evidence, based on his actions affer resigning, that Secretary Webb never experienced the 
slightest change in his views on military women during his brief time in office. How, then. does one explain his 
opening up more billets for women on combatant ships than any previous Navy Secretary? 

There was a precipitating event - namely, the DACOWITS trip to the Pacific in the summer of 1987. Evetywhere 
the delegation traveled, it exposed the Navy's culture in its treatment of women. Sexual harassment was a 
condition of life for most women in the Pacific region. The service secretary could not avoid being tarred by 
these findings, since they indicted multitudes for whom he was accountable.18 The treatment of Navy women by 
Navy men aboard a salvage ship, USS Safeguard, was the most egregious case to emerge from the 
DACOWITS trip." The ship's commanding officer tolerated, promoted, and was the leading practitioner in 
unremitting sexual harassment of his women crew members. He attempted to draft enlisted women into sexual 
ads with Korean officers; he routinely subjected the women to crude and lewd public acts of deba~chery.~' Afler 
the DACOWITS learned what had happened, and submitted its findings, the report became the subject of major 
media coverage. The New York Times learned many of the details of the Safeguard debacle and ran several 
artides on the sorry state of gender-related culture in the Navy. Secretary of Defense Weinberger ordered each 
of the service secretaries to conduct servicewide studies of the treatment of women. The genesis of this 
staggering cultural failure preceded Webb's time as secretary, but its public airing took place during his tenure in 
that post. 

Secretary Webb went into the damage-control mode following the DACOWITS report and especially the media 
response to the pathetic USS Safeguard example. Pressure from congress and within DOD was increasing 
daily. The Secretary quickly formed an internal study group to: quote "conduct a comprehensive examination of 
current policy on the utilization of women" unquote. That group comprised mostly senior women naval officers. 
one of whom, Lory Manning, is present with us today. The group met from October through December 1987. 
Given the public scrutiny directed toward the Navy's gender-related culture deficit, the likelihood of Secretary 
Webb opposing anything this group recommended was essentially zero. He gave it free rein to act and he 
approved every one of its recommendations, one of which was the opening up of combat logistics ships to 
service by women. Two months later he resigned. 

The DODdireded, navy-wide study was also in the process of documenting Navy culture in its treatment of 
women. Thousands of Navy men and women at more than 100 sites would report three common elements 
faced by navy women everywhere: lack of acceptance, underutilization, and lack of equal treatmenL2' The 
secretary resigned before those findings were made public, but the outcome of the study was no surprise. 

Secretary Webb has said in the past that he does not take well to a bridle. The emergence of the truth about the 
treatment of women everywhere in the Navy was backing him into a comer. The bridle was clearly stealing the 
fun from his time in office. Given his core beliefs about military women, it would hardly do to be forced out on 
that issue. The search for a resignation rationale yielded the 600 ship Navy. He laid out the argument in a 
speech to the National Press The heart of his justification focused on multi-faceted, globe-encircling 
threats from the Soviet Union - a nation that would cease to exist within three years. When he couldn'i get his 
way on this issue, a foregone conclusion, he resigned in February 1988, allegedly on principle over the 600 ship 
navy.. 

Congressional legislation in 1993 repealed the Combat Exclusion Law, opening surface combatant ships and 
aircrafl with combat missions for service by women.23 The Navy ruled that the new law would apply retroactively 



to all women then at the academy.z4 Overnight the relationship between men and women changed. All 
midshipmen now had the same obligation to sewe in warfare communities upon graduation. Women could no 
longer be devalued by their male peers on the issue of post-academy destination. 

The change in law offered an ideal moment for Webb to repudiate Women Can7 Fight." Instead, throughout the 
decade of the nineties, he demonstrated the rigidity of his beliefs about military women. A single, incendiary 
event revealed the "true-truth" about the character of the former Secretary. That event was the 1991 Tailhook 
Convention in Las Vegas. 

The report of the DOD Inspector General's official investigation of Tailhook included among its many findings 
the following: naval aviators carried out sexual assaults on at least 90 women; over fifly officers deliberately lied 
or sought to mislead the investigators; there was a serious failure of leadership in which some of the Navy's 
most senior officers knew about the excesses at Tailhook '91, but by their inaction condoned and even 
encouraged the lawless beha~ior.~' 

James Webb, more than four years afler he resigned as Navy Secretary, was firmly opposed to holding senior 
officers accountable for the pervasive collapse of militaly discipline at Las Vegas. He was in a resolute state of 
denial about the culture failure that Tailhook '91 confirmed. In a 1992 article in the New York Times, Webb took 
the minimalist position - punishment forthe few drunken aviators whom he claimed camed out the sexual 
assaults; amnesty for all senior officers who looked the other way while their juniors carried out the criminal 
activity. Consider the following example that puts Webb's leadership approach in perspective. A Marine Lance 
Corporal -- left behind in a combined-arms exercise in 1988 -- died in the desert heat. Marine Commandant, 
General Al Gray, relieved every single person in the chain of command, up to and including the Commanding 
General. The lower-ranking, directly-culpable Marines were punished, but General Grax understood that the 
incident could not have happened without a failure of leadership all the way to the top? He had the wisdom 
and, above all, the courage to do what senior leadership requires. Evidently Webb's ideology trumped that kind 
of wisdom and courage. His course of adion was to pander to the macho element of navy culture. He called the 
attempt to affix accountability a witch hunt. In the process he canied out his own witch hunt. He savaged Ading 
Navy Secretary Sean O'Keefe because O'Keefe had said in September 1992 that the navy's cultural climate 
had promoted demeaning behavior and attitudes toward women. Webb falsely accused O'Keefe of indicting the 
Navy's entire corpus of ethos, traits, history and tradition. He said O'Keefe had never sewed on active duty and 
therefore was not qualified to comment on navy culture.27 28 

In 1997 Mr. Webb struck again. This time he went back twenty-two years to time zero. In an article entitled 'The 
War on the Military Culture," he continued to attack the 1975 legislation that opened the service academies to 
women. He said outside forces had conspired to destroy the military cuture. He referred to women sewing in 
the military as a 'social experiment" on six separate occasions in that single article." The 'social experiment" 
epithet was on equally odious display when I first came into the Marine Corps. Then it was used to mock the 
racial integration of the services. It was abhorrent then. It is beyond abhorrent when used by someone who has 
occupied high positions in our national security apparatus. 

In October 2006 a classmate of mine forwarded an E-mail from a midshipman he sponsors. The midshipman 
was lamenting time spent in academics rather than 'combat leadership." He called it, quote "a symptom, as 
James Webb argues, of admitting women" unquote. For some number of midshipmen, the evil transmitted by 
"Women Can't Fight" lingers on. Lancing that festering wound is long overdue. 

The Naval Academy has a noble honor concept. It proudly proclaims that midshipmen do not lie, cheat, or steal. 
Those are not narrow proscriptions. One who robs another of his or her dignity is a thief; to distort the 
performance capabilities of a class of persons is to engage in lying; advancing one's own cause by 
misrepresenting or demeaning another's basic humanity is Matant cheating. The breadth encompassed by the 
honor concept explains why Admiral Lawrence, its primary originator, was adamant about James Webb 
retracting his 1979 article. The admiral, of all people, understood that the ideology in Women Can't Fight" 
guaranteed the trampling underfoot of the honor concept. Now is the time for Senator Webb publicly to 

- repudiate his twenty-eight-year-old treatise from the floor of the senate. He should acknowledge that he was 
wrorlg in opposing the presence of women at the sewice academies. He should make an unequivocal statement 
supporting the ongoing expansion of their roles in the military. Those words now could restore some of the 
cohesion between and among our military members which his words ripped asunder nearly three decades ago. 
Public repudiation would nullify forever the temptation of some number of male midshipmen to use "Women 



- 
Can't Fight" as the warped justification for withholding full commitment to their oath of office. The senator's 
election to office, his important assignments within the senate, and the extensive media coverage he receives 
make this the ideal time for him finally to undo this decades-long moral affront. 
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23 Public law 103-160 Section 541 

24 OPNAV INSTRUCTION 1300.17A, dated January 30.1994 

25 Deputy Inspector General Memorandum for Secretpry of Defense dated April 12, 1993. Subject: Report of 
Investigation: Tailhook '91 -Part 2, Events of the 35 Annual Tailhook Symposium. 

' 6  Gray, A. M., Commandant of the Marine Corps Endorsement dated December 24. 1988 on Investigation to 
inquire into the Circumstances Surrounding the 30 August 1988 Disappearance of Lance Corporal 
XXXXXXXXXXXXXX Which Occured During CAX 9-88 at Twenty-Nine Palms. California. 

27 Webb, James H., Jr., "Witch Hunt in the Navy," New Yo& 7imes, October 6, 1992. 

28 "The Navy Adrifl," Washington Pod, April 28. 1996. This article was adapted from Webb's speech at 
the Naval Academy at a conference sponsored by the Naval Institute. While prefaced by inspiring words about 
great leaders of the past, the essence of the speech was given over to complaints about the unfair treatment of 
men over the issue of Tailhook '91 and the favored treatment of women (he called them a politically-protected 
subgroup) there and elsewhere. Webb excoriated the senior leaders who tolerated the alleged destruction of 
Navy culture, but, in the process, grossly misrepresented the nature of the culture at issue. He falsely said "the 
entire navy ethos, as in the overall body of traits that constitute an institution's history and traditions" was under 
attack. That was carefully craned falsehood. He confiated that noble notion of tradition with the "tadition" that 
conferred upon aviators at Tailhook conventions the right to conduct sexual assaults upon women of their 
choosing without interference from senior leadership or prosecution under UCMJ. The soaring language of the 
speech was magnificent but the essential message embedded in Webb's address was both deceitful and 
repugnant. 

29 "The War on the Military Culture," The Weekly Standard, January 20. 1997. 


