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I know how loud a noise the system can make when it’s trying to show outsiders that in fact 

it’s doing something—and also how strange its results can be.  

One afternoon I was called into my department chairman’s office to be told that she was 
required to investigate a possible complaint against me for “creating a hostile working 
atmosphere.” One of two female students in a plebe class had been talking to a female secretary, 
who for obscure reasons was allowed to function as a “plebe advisor,” about what was going on 
in her life. This included Professor Fleming’s class. One thing that had gone on was that, as a 
way of explaining metaphor, I had talked about the “phallic imagery” in the student-designed 
rally buttons that at that time came out before football games. All involved verbs of attack and 
penetration, and frequently showed the mascot, Bill the Goat, in fact penetrating the opposing 
team’s mascot, usually with something else than is usually used. A trident (the symbol of the 
Naval Academy) figures in one, a toilet plunger in another, a fist in a third (the victim here was 
the mule mascot of the U.S. Military Academy, West Point. The toilet plunger one said “Flush 
the Falcons.” Some worked as folk poetry, some didn’t. 

My department chairman that afternoon rolled her eyes many times and threw her hands in 
the air. The bottom line of what she said was that, in the wake of the problems with sexual 
assault at the Air Force Academy (a headline story in 2003), all the Academies had clamped 
down.i Worse, students at the Naval Academy, taking a mandatory poll (mandatory for all 
women and a few of the men, given in a great hurry on the run, as some of my students told me), 
had shown a markedly lower percentage of students, male and female, at the Naval Academy 
than at other academies who thought that the faculty had “create[d a] climate in which sexual 
Harassment [was] not tolerated.” ii  

All this was coming from a memo this adult had written on behalf of the student to the SAVI 
coordinator. (SAVI is a Navy-wide program that stands for “Sexual Assault Victim 
Intervention.”) The midshipman wasn’t offended, but the adult secretary listening was. “I can’t 
think of any reason why Professor Fleming should have been talking about ‘phallic imagery,’” 
she said to my chairman. “I can think of a hundred,” my chairman replied.  The secretary was 
offended for the student, and had been (it turned out) encouraged to “document her concerns.” 
Nor did these sound to me as if the issue had a lot to do with sexual assault: why is she 
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complaining to the SAVI coordinator? Besides, a single person can’t determine what’s a “hostile 
atmosphere”—or so I thought.  

My chairman, who had talked with the secretary who’d written the memo, also pointed out to 
her that “the student hadn’t even complained.” “Neither do many rape victims,” said the 
secretary. I felt as if I were scrabbling for purchase on a slippery surface, trying to climb a 
mountain of glass. Rape victims? Whom was I supposed to have raped? This anonymous person 
who hadn’t complained? The very lack of complaint showed how necessary it was to take action. 
The less smoke there was, clearly the bigger the fire. It was like in the Sherlock Holmes story of 
“Silver Blaze,” where the fact that the dog didn’t bark (which showed it recognized the 
malefactor, who had come in the dead of night to hobble the horse) was the evidence: something 
not happening is what apparently means the most. 

 

Sex-Change Operation 

And then, the problem went away. Or at least it did so for a while. Apparently the same 
busybody—or, as she undoubtedly saw herself, a conscientious woman doing her job as part of a 
system whose purpose was to root out wrong and whose presupposition was that the civilian 
professors were up to no good—called the student in again to find out if there had been any 
recurrences. The student apparently talked for many hours.  During this time she noted, on being 
prompted, that yes, Professor Fleming had used the word “penis” in class. In fact, he’d 
responded to a student’s question how a male-to-female sex change operation was carried out. 

At this the secretary once again “documented her concerns” on behalf of the student. And at 
this the cycle began again: the conferences in the chairman’s office, followed by conferences in 
the office of the division director, a Marine colonel. At one point, the colonel shook his head at 
me and asked, “Can’t you talk about anything else?”  He didn’t mean that in all the hours I’d 
spent with these students, the two minutes devoted to topics below the waist were an excessive 
amount of time. He meant, can’t you avoid sex entirely?—if an operation involving the genitals 
rather than, say, the spleen was in some way sexual. The objection almost seemed to hinge on a 
misunderstanding of English, “sex” in the sense of male or female (which guppies have too) 
being confounded with the act of copulation (which for that matter guppies engage in too). 

In fact, there was a reason why it was we had ended up talking about a sex-change operation 
in English class, though nobody asked: it was apparently simply a taboo topic in a classroom in a 
military institution. The text in question was Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, a standard of the world 
literature in translation we use for the two-semester plebe English course. Madame Bovary is 
famously unhappy for a multitude of reasons. Some of these seem to be philosophical, the 
intrinsic nature of what we call “the human condition.” Other sources of her colossal 
unhappiness are, however, clearly the result of her specific time and place. She despises her 
husband; presumably living today she could at least get a divorce from him, as she could not do 
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in Catholic small-town France of the 1830s, when the novel is set. Arguably, she is constrained 
too by being a woman: part of this is ameliorated now with respect to then because women’s 
societal roles are different. Yet her discomfort with being a woman seems even more 
fundamental than that.  With current medical know-how, I noted, Madame Bovary could get a 
sex-change operation. Would that, I asked the students, solve her problems? The idea was to get 
them to differentiate the systemic constraints on Madame Bovary from those that were the result 
of her personality or just who she was. 

One of the male midshipmen said, “Sir, you’ll have to explain that.”  

“Explain what?” I asked.  

“A sex-change operation,” he said. 

“Come on,” I said, “you don’t really need me to explain how a sex-change operation works.” 

“Give it a try, sir,” he said. 

So I did. He said, “okay, thanks, Sir,” and we went on to other topics. 

This time the blow-up, with no clear sense of what it was that was required as a response to a 
non-complaint on behalf of a non-complaining midshipman, led to an English Department-wide 
meeting on the topic of a “hostile work environment.” The take-home points were that a) 
contrary to logic, a single person could in fact identify and be unquestioned in identifying a 
“hostile environment”; b) it really was just sex they were worried about, not, say, religion; c) we 
were all under intense scrutiny because of the Air Force Academy problems; and d) the system 
was set up to protect the person making, or in this case not making, the complaint, not the person 
against whom the complaint was aimed. 

Apparently “policing ourselves,” as the Marine colonel suggested we do, also meant dodging 
legitimate questions from students. “What should I have said?” I asked my Division Director in 
one of the many interviews following the second incident. “There’s no reason not to answer that 
question. Professors explain things.” 

“Tell him you’ll have to tell him offline,” was the colonel’s response, meaning after class.  

“How do you talk about Madame Bovary without talking about sex?” I asked my Department 
Chair despairingly.  

She hesitated a moment. “I think they’ll say,” she responded, “find another text.” We had 
heard that the Department Chair at USAFA suggested the way to deal with the sensitive subject 
of eating babies, raised by Swift’s classic satirical essay “A Modest Proposal,” was just not to 
teach Swift. 

So no Madame Bovary. And no Swift. Self-censorship was the solution that came out of our 
department meeting: just don’t talk about sex, or human anatomy below the waist, or 
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reproduction, or all the vast array of problems produced for humans by the urge to reproduce 
(apparently we weren’t to acknowledge such an urge, either). Any of this might, just might, 
offend someone.  

But the fact is that young people, and older ones too, think about such things constantly, and 
talk about them among themselves. If the adults in leadership positions adopt the positions that 
such things don’t exist and that they do not share the concerns or even the knowledge of the 
younger men and women, these will regard their leaders as Martians. Bonding simply will not 
occur. And morale will suffer. 

Yet, we were told, simply don’t let on you know about the birds and the bees; it was the only 
way to prevent problems.  

Erring on the side of caution was advisable because we couldn’t know who was or wasn’t 
offended: they didn’t have to talk to us about it, they didn’t even have to appear to be offended. 
In fact, apparently they didn’t even have to be offended, so long as someone else was offended. 
How, we wondered, could we know what was permissible? The best possible course of action, it 
seemed clear from our English Department meeting, was to postulate the most prudish, most 
sheltered person imaginable, and teach to that person. That way there would almost certainly be 
no problems.  The alliance of left-wing feminists and right-wing evangelical Christians that 
unites against what it perceives as pornography had, it seemed, won another battle. The impetus 
for the Naval Academy situation was almost certainly more from the first group than from the 
second. And yet how ironic that this should be so in the still so male-dominated military. (I’ve 
considered pornography and this strange alliance of left and right against it in Sexual Ethics.)iii 

 

Instructions 

Trying over the following weeks to unravel what had led to such a state of affairs, I took 
home a stack of “Instructions,” thick US Navy and US Naval Academy directives with decimal 
numbers and diverting names, such as SECNAVINST 5300.26C (Secretary of the Navy 
Instruction of that number) in an attempt to find out the source of the ever-changing vocabulary I 
was hearing.  I still at this point had not been able unravel why a “hostile environment” was 
related to sexual assault, or what vocabulary was being used in my case (or rather, non-case).  

The basis of the military complaint system has until recent years been the commitment to 
resolving problems at the lowest possible level of the chain of command. This minimizes 
hearsay, allows people who know each other to confront each other face to face in a controlled 
setting, and keeps problems close to home. All this has been supplanted by SAVI, under whose 
aegis the secretary had been encouraged to “document her concerns.” 

SAVI, I learned by going online and by reading my pile of documents, was implemented in 
stages in the late 1990s in a series of Navy “Instructions” setting up a system to respond to 
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victims of “indecent assault” and of rape. According to a Navy Web site, these two categories 
together comprise 91 percent of reported assaults. The site notes that it’s possible that fewer than 
10 percent of assaults are reported. In addition, the most common situation for the military is 
assault by someone the victim knows (70 percent).iv By 2003 each “command” in the Navy was 
required to have put in place a SAVI coordinator and support staff, including SAVI “advocates”; 
problems at the Air Force Academy are what suddenly turned up the heat at all the other 
academies as well.  

It still wasn’t clear to me that what I’d been accused of (or not?) wasn’t sexual assault, but a 
form of sexual harassment, which has its own sent of “Instructions.” The “sexual harassment” 
instructions are separate from the “sexual assault” ones. Yet here and why the latter should be 
treated as the former was beyond me. It did seem as if the insistence that the midshipman had the 
right to remain anonymous was coming from SAVI directives, and the person (I learned) in 
charge of SAVI at the Naval Academy was also in charge of Sexual Harassment. In short, not 
even the people running the system seemed to be able to say what the relationship between 
sexual harassment and sexual assault was; practically speaking they were treated as if all parts of 
the same continuum. USNA literature suggests that this is the way things are viewed: it lists the 
“Sexual Harassment, Misconduct and Assault Prevention and Response Team.”  

What makes SAVI different for the Navy, as for the Naval Academy, is that SAVI by its 
nature declares everyone who comes under its purview a victim. That’s the V in SAVI, after all. 
Everything starts from the presupposition that sexual assault has occurred. This would seem to 
suggest that the instruction would refer to the person who made this person a “victim” as the 
“assailant”—the perpetrator of “assault,” the A in SAVI. Yet the system draws the line here at 
suspending the presupposition of innocence. The Instruction setting up the system at the Naval 
Academy speaks of personnel “alleged to have committed a sexual assault offense.” v Still, it 
repeatedly speaks of “the victim.” (Remember the program’s name of SAVI.) Not: the alleged or 
self-identified or purported victim.  

It doesn’t make much sense. Apparently the system operates under the presupposition that 
something has happened to one person, but has not necessarily been committed by another. This 
is the fundamental asymmetry of the system, set up to assume victims but not, as it could not 
legally do, perpetrators. The first item under “Procedures” of implementing the system makes the 
logical impossibility of the Instruction clear: “Immediate action is taken to protect victims from 
further injury by an alleged assailant.” If the assailants are “alleged,” the victims should be “self-
proclaimed” or “apparent”: the victim may call him- or herself the victim, but surely does not 
call the assailant an “alleged” assailant, so we are not obliged to adopt the “victim’s” point of 
view in describing him- or herself either.  

It can be argued that this is after all an advocacy system, one designed to help people who 
have the need of being helped; they should be treated as victims even if (as is possible) a court 
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determines they aren’t. The program, it can be argued, establishes an attitude for dealing with a 
situation, not a solution or resolution to it: if it errs, it should err in the direction of presupposing 
too much rather than too little. If someone makes an allegation, that person should be treated for 
administrative purposes as if what s/he has to say is true; a court will subsequently decide if it is 
so. It’s for practical reasons, it can be argued (unconvincingly, I’d say), that we assume a victim 
but not a perpetrator. (Seven percent of assault victims are men, the literature notes.) And it can 
be argued too that assuming a victim, in its way as much an overshoot in one direction as 
assuming the person is lying, only makes up for decades or even perhaps centuries of the other. 
This is the same reaction liberals have when conservatives complain that racial “affirmative 
action” amounts to favoritism for black people: you didn’t complain when that same favoritism 
worked in your favor, they hear. Suck it up.  

The neutral alternative is to set up a fair and impartial system that merely registers 
complaints. It’s open to hear anything, but it doesn’t encourage anything. This is not the system 
that has been instituted. Indeed, the language of the SAVI system makes clear why clear and 
impartial seems to some parties—those who have won in setting up the SAVI system— 
intrinsically cold and forbidding, what the language of the Instructions calls “re-victimization.” 
Unlike previous channels for Navy complaints, the SAVI system presupposes that the individual 
is someone unable to even correctly describe what has happened, much less address issues at the 
lowest level.  

One of the Instruction’s “Sexual Assault Intervention Guidelines” notes:  

 

Each sexual assault victim will respond differently depending on victim maturity. DO 
NOT discount a victim’s report based on the victim’s emotional state or style of relating 
the events of the incident. It is not uncommon in sexual assault cases for a victim to 
recant the initial allegation because of the trauma of sexual assault. Victims often are 
embarrassed, fear reprisal by the offendor(s) [sic; here the assumption is made that there 
is in fact an offender], their superiors and/or peers, fear adverse effects on career 
advancement, fear not being believed, and desire to avoid multiple retellings of the 
incident, all of which constitute re-victimization. It is important to note that a recantation 
does not necessarily mean that the victim lied or that a sexual assault did not occur. 

 

Other parts of the Instruction caution against further “re-victimization” by the advocate asking 
questions that are too personal. Repeatedly, we read that the victim is to be treated with 
“respect.” Advocates are not to question the story they hear.  It can reasonably be argued that in 
the heat of the moment, with a traumatized person giving a story of assault, this is the only way 
to proceed. 
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Still, it’s possible to treat kindly someone without presupposing that they are in fact a 
“victim”—which presupposes that there is a perpetrator. And it’s also possible to take other 
points of departure than that the person in question needs an “advocate,” which in the SAVI 
system means someone who assumes both what has happened, and the necessity of speaking for 
them. The asymmetry of the system isn’t innocent, and the mere invocation of the system makes 
a statement about what happened: it isn’t neutral. 

But who’s allowed to publicly object? The military has decided, and it’s got the moral wind 
in its sails. Those who are run over will hurt, but they can’t complain—not, at any rate, if they 
wear a uniform.  

 

Harassment 

The problem with trying to define sexual harassment is that by definition it’s something that 
only one of the usually two people involved in the situation will accept. Almost by definition, 
therefore, whether or not sexual harassment has taken place involves a form of what is almost 
always literally “he said,” “she said.” Only rarely is sexual harassment so egregious that the 
active party can reasonably be assumed to have been acting clearly to aggress the other. Usually 
it’s not even clear to an outsider whether or not harassment has taken place: in the case of sexual 
harassment, the gray area far outweighs the black or white.  

An example offered at mandatory USNA SAVI (and hence also sexual harassment) training 
for faculty members as a clear case of sexual harassment was this: a man continually asks the 
same woman out on a date. After the second or third time she has told him she isn’t interested 
and asks that he not ask. He continues to do so.  

The female LCDR pilot conducting the training went over this one quickly, presenting it as a 
gold standard example of harassment. I wondered: is this sexual harassment? Or just being 
extremely annoying? What if the person kept telling the same stories about grandchildren and 
demanding that the listener give positive responses even when asked not to do so? Is this a horse 
of a completely different color because it’s not a request for a date? At least the guy requested, I 
objected silently. Of course he’s being a pain, but is this really the clearest example we can give 
of “sexual harassment”?  

The officer in charge of the training then turned to the example of a woman who, in a cubicle 
where phone conversations were audible all around, repeatedly used swear words of a sexual 
nature in her conversations. The LCDR offered this as an example of a situation that was 
admittedly in the gray area. Still, we were told it ended up being harassment, if not so clearly so 
as the first example. I wondered: if the woman had been using swear words of a religious nature 
or a scatological nature (swearing consists of using transgressive language, speaking of things we 
don’t normally speak of or that we speak of with reverence, like the Deity, or excretion—
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interesting as a pair), would it also be harassment? Clearly it wouldn’t be “sexual harassment”—
but do we really think of the sexual nature of sexual swear words? Why is “sexual harassment” 
so much worse than mere “harassment,” which covers a vast area of annoying behavior?  

The grayest of the gray area of sexual harassment, I understood by then, is what is called 
“creating a hostile work environment.”  In the first case, the “harassment” was aimed at one 
person. In the second, it was wasn’t aimed at the person who objected, but apparently that person 
had no choice about overhearing (the partitions were thin and didn’t reach to the ceiling), so it 
(so to speak) ricocheted off a particular person. In the case of a “hostile work environment,” no 
one person is targeted, not even inadvertently. Instead, the claim is the contradictory one that an 
individual has identified the equivalent of a bad smell in the air, something generally diffused, 
yet one which no one else need sense. The individual alone (a subjective perception) makes the 
call that the entire “environment” (an objective notion) is “hostile.”  

This notion, contradictory though it is, is completely compatible with a system that 
presupposes a victim but not an aggressor. The offended one’s perception is objective, but the 
situation need not objectively substantiate that (the accused can be exonerated, but the “victim” 
wasn’t wrong in her perception). The assertion that there has been a problem is itself taken as 
evidence of that problem. Indeed, an unwillingness to make such an assertion is considered even 
stronger evidence that there is a problem: the victim has been traumatized.  If someone thinks 
there may be a problem, his or her reticence in deciding how s/he feels or whether or not there is 
a problem is already evidence there is a problem. Hence the moral necessity of adults like this 
secretary stepping in and “documenting her concerns.” There is no such thing as the true silence; 
lack of an apparent problem is always like Sherlock Holmes’s famous “dog that didn’t bark”—a 
lack that proves its presence. 

SAVI was set up to protect women. Its premises include a strenuous rejection—consonant 
with the thought of such feminists as Andrea Dworkin—of the assumption that if someone has a 
beef, he’ll speak up. The operative word is “he”: it’s held that this isn’t necessarily so for 
women, and especially not so if the subject is in any way related to sexuality.  The 
presupposition of SAVI is that women are so uncomfortable with such things they will not talk 
about them to the person who has made them uncomfortable. And the more they try to shy away 
from talking about them with the SAVI representative, the worse they have to be.  

 

RAVI  

Right now it’s SAVI. Who says the next one won’t be about religion, RAVI?—as a colleague 
suggested at our departmental meeting to deal with the issue.  

Here again the Pandora’s Box of male vs. female ways of doing things has to be opened, and 
the effects on the academies of admitting women. (Another is that no midshipmen can be 
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touched, and now can’t be “dropped” for push-ups: many of the men are scornful of this 
“softening.”) After these incidents, I discussed the fact that I was no longer going to be able to be 
as open as before, and explained the SAVI system. 

 The male midshipmen were derisive. “What chickenshit,” one of my prior-enlisted students 
said. “They’re going to make great officers,” he went on sarcastically, “if they can’t even open 
their mouths when they see a problem.”  But that, in one way of seeing things, is malethink. 
Women, it is argued, need to be encouraged to take offense, encouraged to speak. They need to 
be protected, not—as some would argue they should be—acclimatized to the still male-
dominated military.  

But do we really want to shield future officers in the Navy and Marine Corps of whichever 
gender from the knowledge that things like rape, homosexuality, and sex-change operations 
exist? Why shouldn’t I be able to answer questions about these things, as well as anything else 
they’re curious about? English class is a pretty free-wheeling place in an otherwise buttoned-
down institution: that’s why so many of them look forward to it. It’s also why the administration 
isn’t going to go to bat for us. 

This is certainly one way in which the formerly all-male services, and service academies, are 
being made more congenial atmospheres for women: the style is moving away from the 
confrontational, take-your-knocks style of the male world into a more “supportive,” less 
aggressive style of the female. Those who claim that the system has not changed as a result of 
the introduction of women are simply wrong, and it’s not merely by forbidding the detailers from 
touching the plebes, or limiting the amount of running, or dropping for push-ups.  

Do we want future officers to get their information about dicey subjects from gossip? Do we 
want to send them the message that these things are so horrible they can’t be talked about on the 
grounds that someone might be “uncomfortable”? What will they do when they hit the real 
world? 

 

Not giving up 

The Naval Academy doesn’t give up trying to work this angle of third-party offense. In the 
fall of 2006 the attempt was made to court-martial a lieutenant who had said something to a 
female midshipman that wouldn’t have even been noticed if it had been to a male, but which in 
the current climate no sane person would have said to a female. He’s supposed to have said, 
referring to a battleship, that it “gave him a hard-on.” Then he turned to the female midshipman 
and added, “but you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?” Not content with his own 
cleverness, he apparently continued: “maybe it makes your nipples hard.”vi 

Who in his right mind would say that to a woman under his command? Clearly there was a 
problem with the lieutenant. Did it warrant the attempt to court-martial him? In a world where 
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the military is suddenly intent on showing it “gets it,” apparently so. The woman apparently said 
she felt uncomfortable, and the lieutenant, finally seeing that he’d been out of line, apologized. 
The woman is supposed to have accepted the apology. 

Not the female officer who heard about it on their return to Annapolis. She lodged a formal 
complaint, and the attempt was made to court-martial the lieutenant. The case went through 
several steps until the Naval Academy Superintendent was forced to recuse himself, and another 
Admiral gave the lieutenant a talking-to and closed the case. Some women were incensed on the 
grounds that the punishment had been too lenient; men felt that the lieutenant was himself a 
victim of the administration’s relentless need to show that it was behind the (female) “victim.” 

For me, the issue was this of third-party offense, since it was so close to my own situation. 
Of course the lieutenant had a screw loose, and somebody had to tell him that. But how can there 
be a “hostile working atmosphere” if the “victim” doesn’t even complain?  

The Navy has an answer to that too. In mandatory SAVI training in the spring of 2007, the 
official Naval Academy coordinator of such things was using a thinly fictionalized version of 
precisely this story with the lieutenant as an example of what not to do, even though the 
Academy had failed even to court-martial him, much less to find him legally guilty of anything. 
In the words of the coordinator, this meant the “Navy was offended.” We no longer need 
anybody to be offended: the Navy is offended for them. 

This situation shows us the military caught in the process of trying to turn internal offense to 
external, the comparable situation to the way the military turns internal respect to external. The 
internal versions of both are just too difficult to police: we need a clear action that’s forbidden. If 
we wait for someone to be “offended,” it’s too unclear: far better simply to list what’s 
“offensive.” But can it be “offensive” if nobody’s offended? We’re not going to wait to find out.  

 

He’s an Animal 

Is it possible to make the military a completely female-friendly atmosphere? Of course. Will 
it change the military? Of course. Will it reduce its battle effectiveness? Of course. Are we 
willing to pay this price in order to achieve other goals? Perhaps, but at least we should know 
what it’s going to cost us, rather than, as now, pretending there’s no price at all. 

The military has always been the place where aggression and animal-like behavior is finally 
rewarded in young men, after decades of being flagged as something that will get you kicked out 
of high school. (“He’s an animal” is a frequently-heard admiring comment at Annapolis, 
meaning he can keep going through the mud with a huge pack on his back.) Stereotypically 
“male” behavior is the basis of what makes the military successful. The closer you get to the 
center of the military’s self-image, embodied in elite fighting units like the SEALs and Rangers, 
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or the Marines, the more “male” (or why not just write this word without the quotation marks?: 
male) the behavior becomes.  

Male behavior isn’t just battle behavior; it’s also male with respect to women. The two are 
linked. In such atmosphere-establishing units, the language on the training field, or the battle 
field, is all about sexual aggression: the joke is that the Marine Corps can use the word “fuck” in 
every position in a sentence. These hard-core units may be a minority in numbers, but their aura 
hovers over everything, giving a cachet of masculinity to any man in uniform, even if all he does 
is sit behind a desk or run errands, like Beetle Bailey in the comic strip.  For the military, 
aggression is good. And any sort of physical aggression by men will have as a sub-set sexual 
aggression. The military is extremely aware that aggression must in fact be channeled by any 
organization that seeks to use it against enemies—so, for example, that it doesn’t get turned 
sideways or up the chain. You don’t use it against your commanding officer, for example. 
Channeling doesn’t discourage its people from being “an animal,” only tells them when it’s 
appropriate—much as we tell children to use “inside voices” inside, and “outside voices” 
outside. We don’t say: never yell. Why would we say that? Yelling is a healthy part of 
childhood.  

We shouldn’t want our men not to be sexual animals, just not now, on our time. Later, let ‘er 
rip. We shouldn’t try to discourage the impulse, just acting on it when we need their attention, 
and aggression, for other things: most people can channel impulses and put off gratification. But 
they can’t, and shouldn’t be asked to kill these impulses entirely. The military is telling the men, 
with respect to sexuality with women: never yell. What mean are hearing comes close to being: 
yelling is bad. And that means being a man is bad.  

The military can’t have this one both ways: it can’t tell its men not to be men with women, 
and then expect them to fight hard. Such mixed messages makes men sulky. Men are, however, 
perfectly capable of understanding that there’s an “inside voice” and an “outside voice.” All 
successful socializing is about this sort of channeling: it never works simply to forbid. But 
forbidding is where we are in the military, because the military is in a panic to “take control” of 
the issue of women in the military before someone else takes control of it first.  

Bizarrely, it imagines it can take control by insisting that those in the military are, or should 
be, chivalrous eunuchs. In fact, those in the military need to be hairy, muscular, brawling 
creatures with a need to dominate. The trick is encouraging this enough to have it on tap for 
when you want to use it, but channeling it. You can’t have it on tap in the right channel if you 
don’t differentiate between smiles for mission-neutral or –enhancing use and frowns for mission-
compromising use. This teaches men to turn on or off, depending on circumstances. Men can do 
this. As it is, people in the military are being given the message that the impulses themselves are 
bad.  This they know to be untrue, and of course experience as frustrating. The military should 
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begin by acknowledging the link between being an “animal” in battle and being an “animal” in 
the bedroom, as well as the male need to dominate females sexually. Being a man is good. 

How do you channel male (sexual) aggression? You make it clear to them that even as things 
stand, all men don’t charge all women. All men grow up understanding instinctively some of 
what I call the “no fly” zones. We may like to think of ourselves as profligate tomcats, but no 
man is like that. Some of the no fly zones are so clear that listing them should induce groaning: 
mom and sisters head the list, then as we age daughters, daughters-in-law, and so on. Also on our 
no-fly list are the female boss, our best friend’s fiancée, and so on.  

But some of the no-fly zones have to be spelled out. The situational no-fly zones, such as those 
the military calls “frat,” always have to be spelled out, because we’re not aware of them until 
we’re in the new situation. There’s not a problem with clarifying situational no-fly zones, but the 
military has made the mistake of appearing to say that everything is a no-fly zone. This is both 
incorrect, and a mistake, because men will rebel: everything can’t be a no-fly zone. We have to 
have a time when we can use our outside voices, and have dessert, and run fast and make noise: a 
wise structure builds these into the daily schedule.  

Yet I’ve never seen the concept of a no-fly zone in print; I believe that I came up with it. (It’s 
developed in greater detail in my book Sexual Ethics.) It’s certainly not articulated in common 
talk. It needs to be, and the notion of situation no-fly zones as well (in brief: you have to keep it 
in your pants here and here; the rest is up to you, go for it). We can’t get men to include, say, 
women under their command in the same list unless we make clear to the men, who may not be 
aware of this fact, that the list exists. 

This the military refuses to do, preferring instead to pretend that nobody in the military ever 
has sex, that men don’t come on to women, and that aggression in battle is completely unrelated 
to sexual aggression. Because the military apparently holds that healthy sexual aggression is part 
of the same spectrum that ends with rape, each case disproving this detonates like a bombshell. 
The military always responds with denial: not us! Then with over-reaction as it tries to impose 
discipline internally. And no talking back! 

What a mess. 
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