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			To my students over more than 30 years at the US Naval Academy. It’s been fun; heartfelt thanks. And to my wife, who suffered the ups and downs alongside me.

		

	
		
			Who Am I to Take on the US Navy?

			When I arrived at the US Naval Academy (USNA) in 1987 to teach English to future officers in the Navy and Marine Corps, I was excited, pumped, and totally oohrah—as the Marine Corps has it. “GET SOME!” they yell before charging at an obstacle. And by golly, I was going to “GET SOME.” I’d gotten my PhD at Vanderbilt in 1982 and spent five years abroad, as a Fulbright Scholar in West Berlin, two years as a lecturer at the University of Freiburg, Germany, and two years as the Fulbright Professor of English at the National University of Rwanda—luckily before their civil war. When I got the job offer at Annapolis, which is largely staffed by civilian PhDs like me—unlike the other service academies of West Point, Air Force, Coast Guard, and arguably Merchant Marine—I couldn’t believe my good luck. A Maryland native, I was coming home. Moreover, my vision of the Academy as filled with the best and the brightest, the ideal combination of Athens and Sparta, spoke to my deepest yearnings. Mens sana in corpore sano! To push yourself mentally and physically and never ever give up—that was my idea of the right kind of life, rare (I had discovered) in contemporary academia, or indeed perhaps in our society at large. And to be able to mentor young men and women who shared my goals—what an opportunity! Was I the luckiest guy on the planet or what?

			It took almost the first two decades of classes, EI (Extra Instruction: one-on-one tutoring in my office), and workouts in our gyms, weight rooms, and pools along with the midshipmen for me to realize that behind the well-groomed façade of the Academy so energetically tended and boasted by the military brass lay something quite different. (These high-ranking officers live for three or four years in their beautiful Victorian houses on our campus, called The Yard, and insulated from the reality of what actually goes on by their command bubble where all they hear is “Yes, sir.”) The students, I saw, were the unhappiest and least motivated group of human beings I had ever encountered. And I learned that the service academies now produce a fraction of the total officers (currently about 18 percent) they once did, at astronomical costs to taxpayers (about half a million dollars per student) with little to no better quality of output compared to other commissioning sources. So why do we still have them? Tradition? Perhaps because the alumni, recipients of the most golden of tickets—free and actually paid education, guaranteed employment after, and prestige in getting civilian jobs after leaving the Navy or Marine Corps (about 25 percent of the current USNA graduates become Marine Corps 2LTs [Second Lieutenants])—would raise a ruckus if we tried to change them in any material way. Certainly the military brass like how they looked running them: we heard that the post of Superintendent of the Naval Academy, a two-star admiral when I arrived and now a three-star (this sweetening was in response to our massive cheating scandal in the early 1990s—that’ll show them who’s boss!), was a consolation prize to the man who didn’t get the job of Chief of Naval Operations, CNO. So, the Academy mirrors and to some degree determines what we call Big Navy. That’s the scariest part of this story.

			You’re probably surprised. That’s not what the USNA administration says, is it? According to their hype, the academies are the font of duty, honor, country, and all midshipmen (and cadets, at West Point) are the “best and brightest,” as they are told multiple times a week. However, none of that is true. I wish to heaven it were. I’ve discovered this over three decades and counting, so I know that the brass’s version of things is self-serving smoke and mirrors. Some of the younger officers know this is all PR on steroids, but neither they nor the midshipmen are allowed to talk about it to outsiders. So, I guess that leaves me, as a professor, whose professional code of honor is to tell the truth as I see it. Besides, I have a personal interest in this question: I’m a civilian taxpayer the military exists to defend. And so, probably, are you.

			So as the golden haze of hype began to clear and the scales fell from my eyes about this institution I had so respected and been so proud to be a part of, I began to write about what I saw for outlets like the Washington Post, the New York Times, The Atlantic, the US Naval Institute’s Proceedings, the Chronicle of Higher Education, and the Christian Science Monitor (all linked at the end). That’s what professors do: we don’t pick up a pitchfork; we write articles.

			These articles diverged from the rah-rah hype put out by the administration, because I felt a sense of responsibility for civilians to know what they were paying for in the academies and what, to some degree—I came to see from talking with my former students who were officers—was true of the military as a whole. It didn’t seem particularly daring, because I knew the Constitution protected my free speech, and all military officers raise their right hand to protect and defend the Constitution. Besides, I thought I was protected by my USNA-awarded tenure as a professor (explanation of “I thought” below).

			Most fundamentally, I knew what I was talking about, was in a privileged position, and had taken my time—it was more than a decade and a half before I began writing these articles. (Officers at USNA spent, at most, a few years and had to toe the party line because they’re in the military. Now we have a small handful of officer teachers who stay for the rest of their time in the military, as so-called Permanent Military Professors.) I had spent countless hours listening to students, both in the classrooms as they blew off steam before we started the day’s work about some ridiculous new action on the part of the higher-ups, and sitting individually in the big red leather chair in my office. After talking about their paper for class, the reason for their coming to see me in the first place, they tended to relax and open up about what was really on their minds. After a while, I knew what they were going to say before they said it. Dozens, then as the years passed, hundreds of students told me that the spit and polish they spent countless hours maintaining was nothing more than senseless busywork to give the place the appearance of bustle and efficiency, and that it made them less eager for military life, not more. Over the years and then decades, I came to realize that what taxpayers are told repeatedly is a temple of virtue was a Potemkin village façade, a military Disneyland for tourists with students as the cast members—who hated being the goldfish in the bowl whose job was to swim around in circles. This was more heartbreaking for me to hear because most of them, like me, had come as true believers, and their disillusionment mirrored my own.

			So, my loss of faith in an institution I had revered, and still admire in theory if not in practice, came gradually. It also came to some degree suddenly, during a year serving on our Admissions Board in the mid-2000s. As part of the team of professors and officers reviewing applications, I was only responsible for saying an applicant was “qualified” or “unqualified”—actual admission was the prerogative of the brass behind closed doors. But I discovered that, with the hundreds of millions of dollars taxpayers pump into this institution yearly to produce only a fraction of new officers at multiples of the cost of other commissioning sources, the brass were running a nepotistic slush fund school to benefit their children and the children of friends. And it was one that at the same time discriminated against white applicants in order to have cast members of specific skin colors in the military Disneyland, and then the Navy—and to field a football team, among other teams, that could look respectable against civilian schools. None of these schools are taxpayer-supported job training institutions for a specific line of work, nor do they, or their parent institution, here the US Navy, hire all their graduates—as a former superintendent liked to say about Annapolis.

			Probably our admissions process’s selection of future officers by skin color hit me hardest. A somewhat later Chief of Naval Operations Gary Roughead, who had been a USNA Commandant in charge of military activities (I should say “military” in scare quotes rather than merely military, as the job of midshipmen is not to fight but to put on parades and go to class), was quoted as explaining that the official Navy position that “Diversity and diversity leadership remain top priorities” meant actively giving more of the slots at Annapolis and in our remedial prep school in Newport, Rhode Island, NAPS (Naval Academy Preparatory School) to nonwhites because of their skin color—and (he didn’t say this) fewer based on merit if the applicants are white. That put into words what I had already seen.

			So, having a Navy that “looks like America,” as we frequently heard, was more important than having the best? And besides, there are all those children of the brass to give slots to, which I saw happen repeatedly—to repeat: the most golden of tickets in the government-handout sweepstakes—an expensive, but taxpayer-funded, college degree, and at least five years of guaranteed post-college employment at some of the highest salaries of any US college graduates, and prestige in the civilian world after that. The physical danger of military service is never zero, of course, but the Navy isn’t typically at high risk, secure in its ships. We lost about seven thousand military members in the war zones of Iraq and Afghanistan in the two decades since our invasions of these countries post-9/11. Two hundred twenty-five of these were Navy, about 1,400 were Marines, and about 4,400 Army. Traffic fatalities in America, for context, were about forty-three thousand in 2021 alone.

			And yes, the academies want to play football—something that doesn’t happen in the real Navy, Army, or Air Force, for which the academies are supposed to be the preparation. To get a team of large football players and tall basketball players (who tend to sweeten the numbers of nonwhite students we brag about), we reject countless better qualified applicants—though not nearly as many as we claim (more on this subsequently).

			I had, of course, noted that the students in my classes were, on average, not particularly able and didn’t know much, though I was immensely fond of them, but I hadn’t known why until I was on the Admissions Board. As a result of that year, seeing the preferences given for race and athletic recruits regardless of other potential, I could say why. And then I discovered that there is little evidence that USNA graduates were, on the whole, better officers than the 82 percent that came from Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) at civilian colleges and Officer Candidate School (OCS)—a several month training course for college graduates, which cost taxpayers one-quarter to one-eighth (respectively) what the Academy costs. (Documentation in the Appendix). I came to see finally that, contrary to the hype the Academy puts out and what most taxpayers believe, USNA was devoted most of all to its own self-preservation, as well as to burnishing the résumés of the brass, not to the defense of civilians.

			And late in my second decade at Annapolis, the culture wars, which until then had been behind-the-scenes skirmishes, really began to hit, imposed by Congress and imported from society at large: racial and gender preferences for leadership positions; sexual assault training that assumed the man was always guilty, alienating the men and turning students against each other; and then the DEI industry—diversity, equity, and inclusion, which means racial profiling—that pushes hires of nonwhite, nonstraight faculty and pressured faculty members to teach works other than those by dead and usually straight white males. These were the new Topics A, B, and C at Annapolis, not the old-time goals of producing warriors or even competent officers.

			So, this is the story of my discovery of what lies behind the well-tended grounds and the nicely turned-out uniforms at Annapolis. The bottom line: the service academies are nothing at all like what you think, or what I arrived thinking. But so strong was my determination to believe the hype that it took me decades to fully understand that. And the other academies are generically like Annapolis, especially the US Military Academy (USMA) at West Point, as West Point professor Tim Bakken points out in his exhaustive exposé of malfeasance there and in the larger military, The Cost of Loyalty: Dishonesty, Hubris, and Failure in the U.S. Military.

			Can Annapolis, and the other service academies that mirror USNA, be fixed? Do they have a purpose anymore? The answer is yes, but changes—big changes—will be necessary to save them from their sad, downward spiral, produced in part by changes in society (more colleges have ROTC, which produces a big slice of new officers) and partly because of Congress’s desire to use the academies, which they control, for social engineering rather than for military purposes. I want the academies to be more like what they say they are, and I want them to live up to their reputations—which they currently do not.

			I’ve had time to do my research and to think about how they could be reconceived, which I outline here, echoing in the process a number of other professors and officers outside the academies. I don’t think they will be fixed from within, because the brass are, by and large, not creative thinkers, and remember, they got where they are by saying “Yes, sir!” and now “Yes, ma’am!” I am optimistic that the service academies can be fixed so that they actually fulfill their mission statements—at Annapolis, to “develop midshipmen morally, mentally, and physically, and to imbue them with the highest ideals of duty, honor, and loyalty.” But it will take creative thinking and setting aside the self-interest of the military brass whose vanity projects the academies, funded by tax dollars and protected by a smoke screen of all-is-perfect hype, have become. Though they can be fixed, the first step is seeing that they’re broken and understanding how they got that way.

			But let’s start with where they are now, having been turned into battlegrounds of the culture wars, that rivet everyone’s attention. And let’s do it the military way: with a drumroll.

		

	
		
			Drumroll: Welcome to the Culture Wars

			If you’ve been reading the news in the last decade or more, you will have followed stories such as these:

			•the rise of the aggrieved left demanding that people say things they want to hear

			•the rise of the aggrieved right demanding that people say things they want to hear

			•the insistence of some women that all men are potential rapists who have to be relentlessly pursued and punished

			•the insistence of some men that women should be wives, mothers, and babymakers, and nothing else

			•the insistence by some women that the military and college campuses, the entertainment industry, and virtually all businesses are the happy hunting grounds of predatory males out to have sex with females in their power, and that guilt of the man, if accused, should be assumed

			•the insistence by many men and women that this violates the American assumption of innocence until proven guilty

			•the attack on once-respected authority figures because they are the “elites” whose conclusions are merely opinions that have the same value as yours or mine

			•the transformation of academia, from a neutral playing field for the marketplace of ideas that have to be justified to the weapons of advocates for particular positions

			•the rise of the position that parents have the right to control what their sons and daughters hear in classrooms to bring this in line with what the parents themselves believe

			•the death of the notion that education broadens minds, so that people can respect and get along with those they disagree with and be citizens in a multiviewpoint democracy

			•the rise of the notion that educators who challenge ideas students bring from home need to be attacked and removed

			•the insistence that free speech allows the predominance of the loudest voices, whether from the right or left

			•the rise of the “heckler’s veto,” where one member of a large audience, or a handful, can shut down, disinvite, or disrupt an individual trying to express his or her views, even if these have been solicited by an institution of which the hecklers are members

			•the attempt by people who insist they were “marginalized” (which means pushed off the printed page where they were once part of the text—it asserts action on others’ part) demanding that those who marginalized them should (a) feel guilty for having done so and (b) make immediate amends, usually financial

			•the insistence that definition should not be as groups defined by race (skin color), national origin, religion, sexuality, or gender, but as individuals

			•the response by members of these minority groups that this fails to establish a level playing field because of historical disadvantages, such as “systemic racism”

			•the insistence of traditionally powerful groups that they are doing just fine at running things

			•the attempt by individuals who fail to fit into standard categories to destroy the categories for all, rather than saying merely that they are exceptions, usually expressed in gender terms

			•the attempt by defenders of the standard categories (such as male/female) to allow no exceptions and brand individuals who don’t fit these categories as weirdos

			•the insistence that each individual gets to say that he/she/they is male or female, or both, or neither, despite the way he/she/they appears to others or his/her/their physical makeup, down to chromosomes

			•the reverence for the military expressed by Americans who, when polled, identify the military as the institution they trust the most

			•the inefficiency of a system where high-ranking military officers are surrounded by subordinates eager to tell them what they want to hear, rather than what may be the unpleasant truth

			•the inefficiency of a civilian political system with similar misjudgments and misadventures

			•the fact that the military in America is an all-volunteer force that has to advertise for members by painting a rosy picture of military life (leaving out the possibility of death and dismemberment, as well as its boring or frustrating side) and draw in recruits by lavish financial incentives and benefits supplied by taxpayers

			•the military’s projected image of muscular, sweaty masculinity, expressed in SEAL movies and in military recruiting commercials

			•the fact that the military is engaged in a relentless campaign to make itself attractive to female volunteers to bring it in line with what Congress demands and to fill its ranks

			•the fact that this campaign destroys the very aspect of the military as a “band of brothers” that is so attractive to many men

			•the insistence that the military is gender-neutral and just like an office job

			•the fact that it isn’t, and thus the inherent problems of having men and women together under close quarters, sometimes far from home, each with his or her (or “their”) libido to contend with

			•the fact that the military denies that these problems are inherent to the situation they have created, but are instead only matters of personal comportment that can be addressed with individual punishments

			•the subjectivity of the Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ) that allows a commanding officer (CO) to punish subordinates based merely on the CO’s individual moral or political views, on the grounds that the subordinate’s actions have (in the view of the CO) been “unbecoming” or “prejudicial” to good “military discipline” or that, in the view of the CO, they bring “discredit on the armed forces”

			•the ability of a CO following the UCMJ to protect subordinates from punishment based merely on the CO’s own personal trust of those subordinates, on the grounds that no discredit has been brought on the armed forces—or that public knowledge of the subordinate’s actions would itself bring discredit on them

			•the fact that the American military has not won a war since World War II aside from the 100-hour land coalition defense of Kuwait in Operation Desert Storm, as shown most recently in the chaotic withdrawal from Kabul after decades of ineffective and destructive actions in Afghanistan and thousands of American service members dead, along with countless Afghans

			•the abuse of power by those in positions of authority, whether civilian or military, to punish opponents by subjecting them to aggressive, endless, and repeated “investigations”

			•the American reverence for athletes who are assumed to be morally pure and worthy of their large salaries and, subsequently, of election to public office

			•the reality that many athletes are not in fact scholars and ladies/gentlemen, or indeed, use their celebrity status to achieve illicit personal gains, whether sexual or financial

			•all of the above at once

			These constitute our culture wars. I lived the last option at the Naval Academy: all of these at once—or at least all of these in a small period of time. Because of my involvement in these culture wars both as participant and onlooker, I was subjected to repeated attacks by the brass and their civilian administrators on my attempts to do my job, and also on my professional reputation, my honor, and my financial security. I spent my days not merely teaching midshipmen, but also defending myself against an increasing scale of punishments—star-chamber-style “investigations,” official Letters of Reprimand, loss of pay raises—by those in power that were designed to bring me to heel. And I spent my nights in restless sleep, usually awakening at two a.m. with clenched fists, my heart beating wildly, my jaw tight with frustration and anger. In my view, I was defending the interests of the US citizens and doing precisely what I was hired to do; in the view of those in power, I was engaged in “conduct unbecoming.”

			And then they pulled the trigger and fired me, taking away my livelihood and my health care in the same week I had a major heart attack, and a stent was put in the most major artery feeding my heart. (Three others came later, along with permanent damage to the heart.) And then poof! After almost a year of no pay and an expensive though effective lawyer, it all went away when a judge reversed their actions, and I was reinstated as of the day I was fired. It was like awakening from a nightmare. Because of all this, I am the SparkNotes, the condensed and shortened version, of our common culture wars, and the Naval Academy the place where the pebble drops into the water. The water is the Severn River, where (as our school song, “Navy Blue and Gold,” has it) “Severn joins the tide” of the Chesapeake Bay. But the ripples expand far outward, to the military at large and then to our whole civilian society, in this third decade of the second millennium. Looking at the central ripple at the Naval Academy, a place foreign to most people, helps us understand all the other manifestations of the same forces that many of us confront in our daily lives.

		

	
		
			1

			The Problem: Fall of Kabul, 2021

			In renowned military analyst Thomas Ricks’s book The Generals, about the contrast between World War II top-level military figures—he focuses on Army generals—and the much-diminished ones of today, Ricks argues that our rudderless military interventions and increasing reliance on military show over substance are reflected in the sometimes hapless “leadership” of generals in the post-World War II world. The thread he pulls on to unravel many others is the question of why generals in World War II were routinely relieved of command and replaced, whereas today they almost never are—except, I would add, largely for social rather than military problems, like alleged sexual misbehavior. Some Navy ship commanders, who are senior officers but not admirals (generally Commanders, O-5 rank), including dozens of Naval Academy graduates, are relieved of command nowadays for things like ship collisions, but mostly for social and image problems. We’re not fighting that many battles anymore, so the focus on public image of senior officers replaces war accountability.

			Contrasting the World War II general George Marshall with later generals, Ricks asks:

			[H]ow did we go from a tough-minded thinker like George Marshall, who made his reputation in part by speaking truth to power, to eminently pliable chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff such as Air Force General Richard Meyers, chairman from 2001 to 2005, and his successor, Marine General Peter Pace [USNA 1967], who was chairman for two years after him? (Ricks, p. 12)

			As someone who believes in a strong military and its necessity in a threatening world, I too revere the earlier era of military effectiveness. Fascism and murder in the mid-twentieth century were only defeated by the sacrifice of countless boys in uniform who never returned from World War II, and their officers—and countless civilians as well. Visiting the Normandy cemeteries of American soldiers, I couldn’t hold back tears. What they did for all of us—it’s too great to fathom. However, it is as difficult for me as it is for Ricks to revere the current brass—especially the admirals I saw come and go at Annapolis, the most show-over-substance poster institution of the Navy, as West Point is of the Army. The academies are both a symptom and a sign of our larger malaise. The problems of the academies, serious though they are in their own right, are even more troubling in that their problems are problems of our military as a whole in the decades since World War II.

			I think this is probably causal to some degree in the direction of academies to larger military, as academy graduates dominated the upper ranks of the military through the 1980s, though steadily diminishing in importance. But to some degree, the academies’ increasingly entrenched mindset of discouraging and even punishing productive disagreement, what I call loyal opposition, has certainly been determined to some degree from the opposite direction: Big Navy (as we call it) runs Annapolis, not the reverse. And the culture wars that have hollowed out academies since my arrival in 1987 (racial score settling; ham-fisted sexual assault training; DEI forcing of ethnic, racial, and gender minority prominence) came from the larger military that is controlled by Congress.

			The fall of Kabul in 2021, after twenty years of US misadventures in Afghanistan, was the result of a withdrawal agreed upon by a Republican president (to a war started by a Republican president, continuing through several Democratic ones, and carried out so chaotically under another Democratic one—this isn’t about political affiliation). It was also, for a new generation, what the sight of helicopters taking off from the roof of the US embassy in Saigon at the end of the equally unsuccessful Vietnam War was for my generation. What was the US doing there to begin with? Why did about two thousand US service members die in Afghanistan as a result of enemy action, not to mention the vastly greater numbers of local people, and at what financial and moral cost to their country? What did the US have to show for its expenditure of blood and treasure?

			These questions haunted me perhaps more agonizingly because of my commitment for over three decades to develop thinking officers for the US Navy and Marine Corps. Many of my students have become commanders or captains, lieutenant colonels or colonels in the Marine Corps, some have been SEALs or EOD officers (explosive ordinance disposal guys), and at least one an admiral. Individual heroism and honor aside, what was the point of their service—or for that matter, of mine? (As a civilian Department of Defense employee, I get a pin and a citation every five years. My thirty-year pin with the citation praising me for that service, as the citation had it, came just before I was fired.)

			Thinking officers are vital to winning wars. In the US and other democracies, civilian control of the military is a given, and is one of the aspects of our society we can be most proud of. Here, the military does not rule. But neither is it a passive machine. The military consists of living, breathing people who can reason and use their wits, as indeed they must do even under battle circumstances where decisions must come quickly and can cost lives, whether those of our soldiers and sailors or of civilians on the other side. They can present facts to the senior officers and civilians whose decisions ultimately determine the course of battle; they can influence, reason, outline possible outcomes, and speak up for their people.

			I am a professor of English, though my degrees are in philosophy and comparative literature (I add modestly that I speak five languages and have read, and written, lots of books, as well as living all over the world). At its most trivial, teaching English to young adults means showing where to put commas and how to construct an essay. More importantly, it means showing them how to pay attention to data, how to think logically, and to use evidence to support their conclusions, as well as how to relate through literature to other human beings with vastly different life experiences. But I saw my job as even more than that. I saw my job, because it was at a military academy, as teaching not just students but future officers, and a specific kind of officer: thinking officers. The skills of the classroom can be transferred to real life. People who know how to look for evidence (which can be done when reading a poem or a novel), analyze it, and reach defensible conclusions that can be explained to others in exercises where no bullets are flying are far more likely to be able to do so when they graduate to the Navy or Marine Corps. These are bedrock skills for military officers—as indeed they are for all citizens, but perhaps even more vital when the decisions have to be made under chaotic conditions, as is frequently the case in armed conflict, and can cost human lives.

			Thinking officers need to be able to question their superiors. Tenured civilian professors, such as we were told we had at Annapolis (alone among the service academies), need to show them how to use facts to withstand pressure from above, below, or any direction. This is what I committed myself to. And this is what the brass who run Annapolis tried to prevent by harassing and punishing me. That fact is the most worrisome: if the brass are stifling dissent at Annapolis, punishing reasoned disagreement from people who say things they’d rather not hear, what are they doing in the larger military? The disastrous fall of Kabul seems to give at least a partial answer. Yes, that war was ordered in stages and set up by civilian politicians. But the military is not without influence, which does not seem to have been exercised to good effect.

			I had a draft number in the 1972 Vietnam-era draft lottery, but my number was never called, as the war was winding down. So instead of toting a rifle, I have done over three decades of what the Navy would call a shore tour as a civilian employee of the Department of Defense, teaching over three thousand young officers-in-training, as best I could, how to reason and justify their conclusions, rather than flying off the handle under pressure or according to their personal prejudices. (USNA likes to claim that half its faculty are officers, almost all on three-year assignments from the fleet. They tend to lack advanced degrees and have typically no training in the subject matter of the department to which they are assigned. This number is a generous estimate and includes ensigns on temporary active duty in the Physical Education Department. But it’s true that I do exactly what the military officers are doing in the offices next to mine in the English Department.) Perhaps more importantly, I have tried to show the midshipmen by word and deed that they must resist the enormous pressure of the Academy and of the military in general to tell their commanding officer what he or she wants to hear. That mid-August weekend of 2021, with the sight of helicopters airlifting Americans from the US embassy in Kabul and the chaos of Afghans trying to board planes going out of the country to anywhere but there, the echoes of Vietnam were too strong to ignore. Why did both go so wrong?

			Civilians control the military, but the military gives them data and interpretations, a process that I have tried to teach. Did the military give the wrong interpretations? Was it, as in Vietnam, too optimistic in Afghanistan about the effects of sheer American firepower? Could the battle have been won with other tactics? Should it have been started at all, or pursued this long? These are questions that must be posed and discussed, and the classroom is the place where people learn to do this. But the brass running Annapolis, that preen in front of the massed students at our parades and are waited on by white-coated servants at taxpayer-supported official functions in their high-ceilinged Victorian houses, made it their business to stop me from questioning their diktats, or from encouraging productive disagreement and promoting critical thinking. For them, this meant that their few years at the helm of a beautiful institution revered by many Americans went smoothly, and that they got promoted, as the Commandant, a Captain in charge of the military aspect of student life, invariably is, or went successfully into retirement, such as the now three-star Admiral Superintendent, who acts like a college president. But the negative cost to the students, and hence ultimately to the whole US military, was and is immense.

			The commitment of the brass that run Annapolis and the other service academies wasn’t to foster effective education and the production of thinking officers. It was to look good without the annoyance of a professor writing op-eds in major newspapers saying that what they were doing was outdated, a waste of money, ineffective, and/or illegal. Calling the US federal government out for waste, fraud, and abuse is legally protected, indeed encouraged. As the Government Accountability Office (GAO) Web site has it, “We want YOU! (to report fraud, waste, and abuse)” and it gives a link to do so—anonymously. I thought I didn’t need this anonymity. I was wrong. What they therefore teach the young military under their command is to please their immediate superior: that’s how they can get ahead. And when the students graduate, many of them take these lessons into the fleet. Pleasing your immediate superior is not the way to implement effective strategy, especially if these superiors feel that they have to please their superiors in turn, and they theirs. It all becomes an echo chamber into which reality can’t enter.

			Admittedly, it’s hard being a thinking individual in a system that prizes conformity. What plebes (first-year students) are taught to do is make “sir (and now ma’am) sandwiches.” “Sir, yes, sir!” “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!” And that means never questioning. Keeping your sense of proportion in a job where you’re rewarded for kissing the ass of the person above you is very, very difficult. It’s hard in industry, and it’s harder in the military, which can punish you for “conduct unbecoming an officer” as your commanding officer (CO) defines this. The UCMJ that lists this offense isn’t precise about what this is—that’s up to your superior to say, whether he/she is good or bad as an officer—see below. Each level has to please the level above it. See the problem?

			The point of education is supposed to be the opposite: using reason, not obedience—which means some people aren’t going to like what they hear. Tough. Many Annapolis graduates retain their clarity of vision, but a certain number do not. And there is some evidence that it’s precisely those who know how to tell their superiors what they want to hear who survive in the system long enough to become the next generation of admirals and generals. The others, disgusted, get out. The military sees a vast exodus of young officers after the rank of O-3, Navy lieutenant or Army captain, when many young men and women find the sycophancy required of them intolerable. Indeed, about half of Naval Academy graduates leave after their initial commitment of five years despite the mission statement speaking of their preparation for a “career” in the military. Even so, a “career” is defined as twenty years, so those who stay are let loose in their forties with no clear idea of how to get through the rest of their lives. (By that standard I’ve had almost two back-to-back careers at USNA.) Many miss the comforting embrace of being told what to do by the Navy or Marine Corps and feel rootless; typically, they are hired by military-related companies as midlevel managers.

			I have seen many superintendent admirals come and go at Annapolis over more than thirty years. Almost every one was more clueless about where he was than the last, at an educational institution that was strange to them and not on board a ship under deployment (always a “he,” by the way, until 2023). So what would they do if inserted into a world as strange as, say, Afghanistan? I think we saw. Having military officers with no background in education, other than having been a student decades before, run what is supposed to be a college is like having the real estate developers who built the buildings of Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, up the road from us, in control of the medical side of things. But almost to a man they have puffed out their chest, spoken loudly, and exhibited what they call “leadership,” which largely seems to consist of doing what makes them look good.

			The larger issue is therefore that the hounding and personalized harassment by administrative superiors I experienced is not limited to civilians who work for the Department of Defense like me. According to the reports of former students, it’s also the way of the broader military, where your commanding officer can decide that s/he doesn’t like you for whatever reason, or that his or her job is in jeopardy if s/he doesn’t show him/herself pitiless on anything that is in the public gaze. The saying goes that military justice is to justice as military music is to music. That’s not a flattering comparison. I’ve talked to countless young officers, my former students, who were accused of something (today’s hot-button topic is actions with alleged sexual connotations) and even if found not guilty, were hounded and harassed until they left, their superiors unwilling to be seen as soft. No wonder people quickly realize that what makes life in the military tolerable is a happy superior officer, something to be bought at all costs. If s/he isn’t happy, ain’t nobody happy, and you’re the one who suffers. By contrast, if the entire mission fails, say because you didn’t tell them what they didn’t want to hear, the blame is diluted, and you personally are spared.

			The push was on until 2023 by a number of US senators to take the adjudication of any cases with an element of alleged sexual misconduct out of the hands of officers. The military understandably resisted this, as it destroys the almost completely personal nature of military “justice,” which is its most fundamental principle. The fear on the part of politicians is apparently that the “good old boy” network is letting scofflaws off that a civilian tribunal would find guilty. In fact, the opposite is more often the rule. Commanding officers (and keep in mind that people change places continually in the military, so many of these “rotate in” after the fact and have no knowledge of the specific cases they are asked to deal with) are unwilling, especially as new arrivals, to seem at all approving of those who have even been accused (even if found innocent) of any of the marquee offenses of our day. These newly arrived commanding officers, rather like the eternally new superintendents at the US Naval Academy, will almost always protect their own careers by throwing these young—and frequently innocent—officers to the sharks. The mere accusation was enough for someone in charge to refuse to forward the junior officers’ promotion papers. The young officer is not merely guilty until proven innocent, he (as it most likely is) is guilty although found innocent.

			In 2023 this became a done deal. I think it highly likely that because politicians have succeeded in prying adjudication of alleged sexual-related misconduct from the military, it will be to the benefit of officers, not the contrary. Yet the personalized “I don’t like this person because s/he makes me look bad” way of dispensing “justice” in the military—which was the prototype of the way USNA dealt with an annoying civilian professor—is deeply engrained in the system. USNA was acting as it usually does. Its only mistake was in thinking they could treat civilians the same way as the military. I had recourse to civilian justice. The young officers sacrificed to the careers of older officers eager to protect their own careers do not.

			So this book is a warning. The military is intrinsically prone to say, “Yes, sir/Yes, ma’am” and acquiesce to what the superior officer wants. But officers and enlisted alike can be taught and encouraged to question, to reason, to keep their eyes open, and not to ignore evidence they’d rather not see. And from the other direction, down the chain of command, they can be taught not to punish subordinates who say things they don’t want to hear, or that suggest that their own efforts are not producing the results they want them to. In Afghanistan, as in Vietnam, the military wanted to hear and to believe that things were getting better, and that we were winning. News that suggested otherwise from below—say from seasoned enlisted who had lived the battle—wouldn’t have had much chance at making it past the multiple layers of buffer officers, all of whom wanted to tell their immediate superiors what these wanted to hear, leading back to the top.

			Could I alone have prevented fiascos like Vietnam or Afghanistan, not to mention everything we’ve been involved in (and lost) past World War II? Of course not, but greater tolerance for fostering critical thinking and dissent in the military, indeed its encouragement from the highest levels on down, might have. This is a dark tale about what happens when looking good takes over from being good. For this leads to situations where we as a nation look anything but good—and where people die needlessly, coming back to the US Air Force base at Dover, Delaware in a box, as fallen military members do, having died in the fields of Vietnam—or Iraq and Afghanistan.

			What I’ve realized after my three decades and counting at Annapolis is that while intrinsically small, the military actually shows in enhanced form the problems of our society as a whole, being the place where (to use another metaphor other than ripples widening out from a pebble drop) a magnifying glass focuses the sun’s rays available to all—our societal obsessions—in a spot so hot it burns. And the service academies are the places at the center of the burn. The Naval Academy is where the conflicts and stresses of our society strengthen, under pressure both from without and within, and the pressures become unbearable. If we can understand the Naval Academy, we can understand our divided society—black vs. white, female vs. male, liberal vs. conservative. How do societal obsessions with the relations between men and women play out in these pressure pots where even hand-holding, much less sex, is prohibited? (Destructively.) How does the debate about race in America work when certain numerical results are guaranteed by top-down force? (Simmers under the surface.) How do the conservatives who still claim a stranglehold on these institutions relate to the liberals forcing change upon them from without? (They embrace their causes to get ahead.) The problems of the Naval Academy allow us to see the problems of our society as a whole—and perhaps, begin to address them.

		

	
		
			2

			Spit and Polish

			When I first came to the Naval Academy, I was taken, as almost everybody is, by the surface allure of the place—what they spend so much time keeping up, and which wows the tourists. What impresses visitors is, first of all, the clean-cut, short-haired students wearing these so-adult clothes, all alike, that reduces the visual chaos of a civilian college campus. Remember, what they wear are called uniforms for a reason. Plus, the fact that they are hurrying down the walkways and not ambling across the lawns (they’re not to step on what is called “the Admiral’s grass”), or worse, lying half-clothed on it, at least not where you can see them. For that, they have the burgundy-colored roof of Bancroft Hall, the single multiarmed dormitory, away from tourists, that midshipmen call “the red beach.” The grounds are kept up by taxpayer-funded gardeners ripping out the beds of (say) tulips as soon as the plants even begin to think of passing their peak, and making piles of seemingly still-vibrant flowers on the brick walkways. These walkways link the gracious white Beaux-Arts architecture of Ernest Flagg, who made the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington (now part of George Washington University and its collection dispersed) and the Scribner Building in Manhattan, that are complete with flourishes like dolphins, stone cannonballs, and versions of the Michelangelo Medici tomb statues.

			In addition, there is the quasireligious hush enjoined by the administration in places like Memorial Hall, one floor up in Bancroft Hall, their common dormitory that midshipmen call “Mother B,” with the names of Naval Academy graduates who have given the last full measure of devotion for their country—for so the visitor is encouraged to see death in the line of duty, whether the cause was just or unjust (this question is never posed).

			Or try going to the solemn crypt of John Paul Jones under the altar of the chapel (in which, sigh, my first wedding took place so long ago). When I first came to Annapolis, there were real Marines standing guard—I know now that they were hating their lives. Then these Marines, as well as our Marine gate guards, were deployed to war zones, and for a while there were midshipmen standing watch in the crypt. (Our gate guards are now Navy enlisted.) Now no one is there but tourists and old JPJ in his tomb. But it still feels like a solemn place, with the sarcophagus the French gave, after the body was found under a Paris city street when the Naval Academy bosses needed a body to anchor the church. Jones himself was actually a dicey character, a Scottish soldier of fortune who fled to Virginia after killing one of his own men, and who failed in his single attack on Britain, and then, after fighting for the Americans, sold his services to the Russians. He wasn’t anyone’s idea of a shining example of morality; yet the US Naval Academy needed a patron saint under the altar, so they invented one. It’s all marble and columns and dolphins holding up a sarcophagus like a miniature version of Napoleon’s in the Paris Invalides: scoff at your own peril. And when I first visited it at ten or twelve, coming from Maryland’s Eastern Shore where I grew up, I didn’t scoff. How could I?

			Now go out and survey our perfectly kept lawns. You’ll thrill both to the sea of muscular youth poured into flattering uniforms, the “yes, sir”/“yes, ma’am” with which the tourist is greeted, and to the very lack of your ability to have a casual conversation with the midshipmen that might produce negative publicity, beyond questions about where they are from or what year they are in. All this gives the Naval Academy its air of being more efficient, more orderly, more important, and more beautiful than the messy world outside its gates. The students have no scraggly hair, no sloppy T-shirts, and when I arrived, no backpacks—the backpacks they have now are all the same uniform black whose minuscule personalizing touches are too small to be noted by the outsider. Nothing can be added to the uniforms except earned and sanctioned pins, and the students are constantly inspected to make sure they are snappy looking. Their senior enlisted can order them to get their hair cut, and of course the women’s hair is tucked back into a relentless bun or kept short. The men shave daily.

			Maybe you think what impresses you is just chance? Not at all. It’s the main show. The effect on the tourist of the thousands of healthy young people, who all have to pass a twice-yearly Physical Readiness Test (PRT), on a campus with gracious buildings and impeccable grass, is to make them think they have entered something close to paradise, one that it would be blasphemous to question. But more than three decades of more direct contact than visitors have with thousands of midshipmen in the classroom, my office, the weight rooms, pools, and social situations have shown me that question it we must.

			Academically, USNA consists of largely required courses that the students sleep through, if at all possible, and in any case, try to get out of the way so they can check other boxes to reach the one day they all live for: graduation, when they leave this deadening place behind them. It’s the happiest day of their lives. Militarily, the Academy—the students complain in class when I let them—is a lot of haphazard playacting to no purpose. Students are all dressed up with nowhere to go except class, or inspection, or parade—for four years. Most are completely wiped out emotionally by the pretending and the make-believe, and by the necessity to do things with no military purpose, aside from putting on a show. They know it’s all fake, but what are they supposed to do about it? If they complain or try to fix it, they’re punished. I’ve had many bitter students sit in my office red chair and tell me how they were slapped down by the officers for making proposals for change. After such experiences, few continue to try.

			It’s true that over all the years since its foundation, including a century when the Naval Academy was virtually the only commissioning source (as opposed to the current fewer than one in five), more admirals have come from Annapolis than from other commissioning pipelines. (ROTC used to provide officers only for the reserves.) And defenders of the Naval Academy brandish this fact. But this is only of historical importance and does not reflect the current day. Things changed when the percentage of Academy graduates in the fleet began to diminish as ROTC programs expanded post–World War II, and their graduates entered the active military and not just the reserves. The Naval Academy lost its status as the majority commissioning source for promotion to flag officer (admiral) rank in 1985, and studies have concluded that the commissioning source (which is to say, USNA vs. ROTC or OCS) is not a major factor nowadays in promotion to admiral. Anyway, the percentage of admirals in the fleet is very small indeed, with 229 flag officers in 2022 for an active-duty navy of just under 350,000. So, the chances of an entering plebe making admiral is almost zero, about as small as a high school basketball player becoming Kobe Bryant. So why are we still bragging about this? Smoke and mirrors.

			The Academy also touts the fact that many astronauts have come from USNA. This is the case because Navy pilots were overwhelmingly selected for the early years of the astronaut program. Nobody notes that astronaut is no longer a growth job designation, and that Navy pilots compete with many other sorts of candidates these days. (Tom Wolfe’s The Right Stuff, and the movie of the same name, celebrate this inspiring generation of badass daredevils.) This is history, which we can all be proud of. But it doesn’t mean you should come to Annapolis if you want to be an astronaut. How long can you run the car on the fumes of a now-all-but-empty tank?

			Previous studies, helpfully summarized in a study by William D. Lehner, himself a USNA graduate, linked below in “An analysis of Naval Officer accession programs,” have attempted to calculate whether Naval Academy graduates are better than the current 82 percent of new officers who come from other pipelines. This means whether the aura of “best and brightest” (as the administration repeatedly tells the midshipmen they are) has any value outside the academies’ bubble, where the officers have military command over the cadets and midshipmen. (This 2008 study is now, however, outdated and even when published, relied on data from some decades before.) Of course, no one dares say “better than” out loud outside the bubble because it would offend the 82 percent, so criteria like retention and promotion have been analyzed (in a study by William Bowman referenced by Lehner) that show in most cases differences (if any) of less than 10 percent between commissioning sources, with USNA apparently holding a slight advantage based on these decades-old statistics.

			But the studies cited here, aside from more recent developments, are based on assuming that even if there are differences (and other studies fail to show these), they were due to USNA, rather than to the individuals drawn to it, who presumably would have been the same in an ROTC program. And no studies, especially not older ones, can factor in the recent toxic environment produced by the increased use of the academies for social-engineering purposes. On the positive side, it’s true that USNA graduates do better at the rigorous postgraduation BUD/S training for SEALs than other pipelines. But it stands to reason that hard-charging individuals would have been drawn to an institution they thought would challenge them; most find it dispiriting instead and sit in my office red chair to voice their bitterness. It’s not the place; it’s the man—or as the Marine Corps puts it, the size of the fight in the dog (not the size of the dog in the fight). In any case, this extreme edge is the tiny minority of USNA graduates, and the SEALs are completely atypical, though perhaps among the most endearing. So, there’s not much justification for the academies here.

			Check out the recruiting material for Annapolis, or the other service academies. It’ll tell you that if you are among the chosen few who are picked, you are not only stellar but virtuous: you alone are giving back, serving your country while the flag whips in the wind. Or read the oohrah propaganda from the USNA superintendent on our USNA web page. As I write this in spring 2023, the message is from Vice Admiral Sean Buck (who incidentally told a group of officers that Bruce Fleming would never again be teaching at the Naval Academy so long as he was Superintendent, echoing the brag to a full faculty meeting of his predecessor Vice Admiral William Carter that he had managed to fire Bruce Fleming) and contains such inspirational claims as these:

			[The Naval Academy] is where we mold young people who will protect the freedom cherished by past and current generations and all those yet to come. This is where we develop the leaders of tomorrow and cultivate and nurture our core values of courage, honor and commitment. This is where many of our nation’s finest young people make the commitment to serve their country, as so many have before them. This is where we accept responsibility for shaping a vision of America’s future.

			Cultivate and nurture honor, courage, and commitment? If only it were true. The music swells. What this means is, “Keep shoveling money our way!” The leaders of tomorrow! I guess only from USNA? All our graduates? And then it heads straight into “we are better than you” territory, frighteningly so, as I know what these claims mean for the daily reality of the Academy.

			The Naval Academy offers a unique opportunity where young men and women—from a diversity of races, regions, socio-economic groups and religions—gather in a special environment to learn and practice ideals that may often seem to be lacking in modern society. The result of this comprehensive process is a collective group of young leaders potentially more morally, mentally and physically sensitive than any that could be produced in another environment. That is what distinguishes the Naval Academy and its graduates.

			I think he needs a new speechwriter. Physically sensitive? At least it admits “potentially.” But note—these ideals “may seem lacking in modern society.” Well, are they lacking or not? The sly suggestion is that they are. We’re the font of all that’s good! And besides, I know exactly what this sensitivity training consists of—forced indoctrination that most students resent and that ends up being counterproductive. And note that now the Naval Academy should be admired for the sensitivity of its products. That’s certainly a switch from the old days when we touted their military strength. Now we’re all about social engineering to achieve political goals.

			Then there’s this: “Among these outstanding young people will emerge the future leaders of our Navy, Marine Corps and the country.” Among these will emerge? We don’t say that in English. And note that it’s only “future leaders.” If they are only future leaders, how do you know they become these? Of course USNA makes Navy and Marine Corps officers. Is that the same as leaders? But of course, if we don’t incessantly beat the drum for “leadership,” we have no point. Plus they are all “outstanding” and “finest young people.” Finer than the civilians they are to defend? All outstanding? In what way? Because they checked a box on the application about their race, or were recruited to play football against Temple and Southern Methodist University?
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