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The gulf between the military and civilian worlds in the United
States as the second decade of the twenty-first century begins has
grown to unsettling size. Few members of Congress have any
military experience, and yet they must vote on military issues.
Few top-level universities have Reserve O≈cers’ Training Corps
(ROTC) units, and many try to deny military recruiters access to
their students. Less than 1 percent of the country’s population is in
the military, and those who are have chosen to join, frequently
enticed by the benefits. Perhaps as a result of the all-volunteer
service, those in uniform are drawn disproportionately from the
lower economic classes and frequently feel unappreciated by civil-
ians. Conservative civilians, to be sure, typically o√er the military
blank-check approval, but this shows as little understanding of the
reality of military life as does the equally typical suspicion shown
by most liberals.

As a career civilian faculty member at a military institution, I
live daily with this gulf: the two sides of the split define the
campus of the U.S. Naval Academy (USNA), where I have taught
for more than two decades. At one end of Stribling Walk, the main
axis up our largest quad, stands Bancroft Hall, where all 4,000-
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plus members of the Brigade of Midshipmen eat, sleep, and study.
At the other end stands the complex of academic buildings de-
signed in the early twentieth century by the Beaux-Arts American
architect Ernest Flagg, also the designer of New York’s Scribner
Building and Washington’s Corcoran Gallery of Art. (All these
structures are witty: the central building at the Naval Academy
has an echo of the famous Night and Day statues from Michelan-
gelo’s Medici tombs between the dolphins that swim down the
corners.) Here is Sampson Hall, home to the departments of En-
glish and history, which, save for a few mainly junior faculty
members in military uniform, are largely a civilian enclave. The
goal of Bancroft Hall is to teach students to say ‘‘Yes, Sir!’’ The goal
of Sampson Hall is to get them to ask ‘‘Why?’’ The theory is that
both skills are necessary for e√ective o≈cers, but the two do not
go well together, and each side’s proponents have trouble under-
standing those of the other. Nowadays the gulf between Sampson
and Bancroft Halls seems to mirror the split in the American
landscape.

This is troubling because in a democracy, the military is not
independent. It is paid for by civilians to defend civilians. The
military is a tool of the civilian world, the hammer used by the
civilian hand to bang certain nails. If both sides understood this, if
each side were clear about its own function, they might be able to
bridge the current divide. The two sides should not compete be-
cause they are complementary. Hammers need to act like ham-
mers, not like hands. By the same token, hands should not recoil
from or disavow their hammers. If both hammer and hand under-
stood the relationship (for both sides of the metaphor are com-
posed of individual humans), both the overly positive and the
overly negative views of each concerning the other would give way
to a more balanced view, and hence to a more e√ective working
relationship based on pragmatism.

If the current gulf is unsettling, it probably should not be sur-
prising. Everything conspires against persons in the military and
civilian spheres having a clear view of each other. The military
likes its secrecy – its sense that it is doing something dangerous,
romantic, and beyond the moral ken of the average citizen. The
civilian world likes being able to send the military to do its dirty
work – and then being able to disapprove of the things involved in



B R I D G I N G  T H E  M I L I T A R Y - C I V I L I A N  D I V I D E 3

R

doing so. It is di≈cult to find people on either side who can
understand the big picture that includes them both, in part be-
cause of the military’s reticence. Those still in uniform are forbid-
den to talk about many aspects of their institution. Retired career
people may be free to do so, but if they have stayed in the military
for twenty years they have learned to accept and take for granted
those very qualities that could stand to be questioned and re-
viewed. Civilians tend to be afraid of questioning the military:
who would dare question people who say they are willing to die for
you? The military uses this moral advantage as a means of silenc-
ing even constructive criticism from without.

These attitudes can all be seen at the Naval Academy; all you
have to do is look. And I can talk about what I see. As a professor,
my primary allegiance is to truth, not to this year’s administrators;
I cannot be fired or disciplined because somebody does not like
what I say. Of course, being members of the military, any given
year’s administrators can, and invariably do, rattle their sabers. A
recent Naval Academy superintendent, Vice Admiral Rempt, sent
me an o≈cial chain-of-command letter (which had to initialed by
the civilian academic dean, the Marine Corps colonel who is the
division director, and the civilian English department head before
it descended to me) fulminating about an article I had published.
Rempt insisted for starters that a professor’s publishing such an
article wasn’t ‘‘professional.’’ (In the military, being ‘‘professional’’
means not saying anything negative about your unit or your supe-
rior in public – that is, ‘‘sucking it up’’ – not, as most people on the
outside think, exercising your profession.) He then informed me
that in writing an article that explained the two-track admissions
system at Annapolis (we will take any minority applicant who can
get in the upper 300s on each part of the SAT, and any recruited
athlete of the same caliber), I had ‘‘needlessly criticized all mid-
shipman [sic] past, present, and future.’’ According to our superin-
tendent, telling the truth is ‘‘criticism’’ if it is negative. Worst of all
is publishing it for the taxpayers – the people who pay our bills –
to read. ‘‘The fact that you decided to publicly criticize Naval
Academy policies without first seeking internal redress brings into
question your sense of teamwork and your understanding of per-
sonal responsibility.’’ No teamwork; no sense of personal respon-
sibility. Ouch.
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I can a√ord to smile grimly and soldier on even when the
college president does not seem to understand the notion of aca-
demic freedom or the function of tenure, both of which have to be
explained to almost every Naval Academy superintendent at some
point. (One superintendent removed an instructor from the class-
room for publishing a negative op-ed in The Washington Post.

After a warning from the American Association of University
Professors, the instructor was back in the classroom the following
day: the one thing that makes the military jump is negative out-
side publicity.)

Conservatives, whose worldview involves following immutable
rules rather than personal inclinations, typically give knee-jerk
support to the military, even when it is apparent the military is
being misused by a particular White House administration. ‘‘Sup-
porting the troops’’ comes to mean supporting their use in the
particular circumstances in which they are being used, right here,
right now. Indeed, conservatives seem much more enthusiastic
about war in general than liberals do: many of the martial virtues
mirror what conservatives see as their virtues – hardness, disci-
pline, self-sacrifice. The military is good, the people in the mili-
tary are good, the use of the military is good. There is no such
thing for many conservatives as the idea ‘‘Love the military and
for that reason think our troops should be back on base in the
United States rather than fighting in X.’’ The conservatives’ love
of the military is not directed simply at the people in the military;
they love anything the military does. The function of civilians,
they think, is to act as cheerleaders. Many conservatives thus end
up like a martial version of Dr. Pangloss in Voltaire’s satire Can-

dide, saying that anything the military does is for the best in this
best of all possible worlds because the military is doing it.

Liberal civilians are equally prone to knee-jerk reactions to the
military, though theirs are usually negative. This negative bias
derives from the liberal worldview that holds that individuals have
to chart their own paths rather than follow a generalized set of
rules. According to many liberals, the military is inevitably used to
carry on a long, bloody tradition in which the United States im-
poses its will on other countries. At the same time, liberals insist,
the military is increasingly being caught in traps laid by America’s
own ignorance and boundless self-confidence. When liberals try to
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‘‘defend the troops’’ by insisting that they not be sent in harm’s
way, they are surprised at those troops’ insistence that they want to
be in harm’s way – this is what they trained for, after all. At the
least, they do not want to be ‘‘defended’’ by liberals. It makes them
seem weak.

The liberal version of individuality is something like ‘‘doing
your own thing.’’ The conservative version of individuality is some-
thing like ‘‘choosing the right thing.’’ Liberals, seeing the resultant
conformity in the more conservative military, conclude that this is
bad. They see only the result, not the daily sacrifice necessary to
achieve that result. Thus they tend to look down on the ma-
chinelike units of the military organization. (This contrast be-
tween liberal and conservative worldviews and attitudes toward
the military is fleshed out in my book Why Liberals and Conserva-

tives Clash.) This is a particular danger in a culture like ours,
where individual desires play so large a role: all advertising, after
all, is about the appeal to individual choice. Even Burger King tells
us, Have it your way. A world where individual taste, desire, and
even whim are apparently the bottom line is profoundly antipathe-
tic to that of the military; hence the general military conviction
that the civilian world is going to hell in a handbasket, and only the
armed services have remained pure.

Liberals need to be able to adopt a point of view that is more
like the military’s, specifically with respect to the relationship
between the individual and the collective. It is true that the mili-
tary has a need – stronger than that of other organizations – to
subsume the individuality of its members to a collective will. But
this does not mean that those in the military are machines; they
are people who have, to a degree, signed up – and hence chosen –
to act like machines. Those in the military see both their own
individuality and the process of subsuming it. They are conscious
of what it takes to produce this result, while liberals tend only to
object that the result is artificial. Of course it is; that is why it takes
work to achieve it.

In the United States of the early twenty-first century, the mili-
tary and the civilian worlds are like the partners in a bad mar-
riage, stuck together in a house they built so long ago they cannot
even remember why they did, preserving a frigid peace for the
sake of the children (the citizens) but with no love and no real
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understanding of each other. Sometimes that peace is ruptured by
bickering that shows how bad the relationship is, or by exagger-
ated compliments that show just as clearly how little each side
understands the other.

Blame for this situation needs to be shared. If ignorance of the
military is a pervasive civilian malaise, the military does little to
provide the truth about itself, rather than self-justifying hype.
To a large degree, the intellectual classes are repelled by what
they correctly see as the military’s unwillingness to portray itself
accurately – its insistence on a Hollywood version of itself that
does not stand up under scrutiny. The military has a negative side,
one that everyone should be aware of. If military personnel were
more truthful about this, their claims about the military’s positive
side would be taken more seriously. Instead they make things
worse by adopting a defensive stance (Think of our sacrifices!)
whenever the service is not unilaterally, continuously praised, and
closing ranks against the slightest criticism. This is a sign not of
strength but of weakness. If the military wants to be truly re-
spected, it will have to learn to deal with criticism in a reasoned
way.

Instead, the armed services tend to blame the ‘‘liberal elite’’
who shun the military. Kathy Roth-Douquet and Frank Shae√er
take this position in a book whose title spells out their attitude
clearly, if somewhat exhaustively: AWOL: The Unexcused Absence

of America’s Upper Classes from Military Service—and How It

Hurts Our Country. Reviewing AWOL for The Washington Post

Book World, Nathaniel Fick, a Dartmouth College graduate and
the author of One Bullet Away, an account of his experiences in
the Marine Corps, underlines the point that today America’s elite
largely shun the military: ‘‘In 1956, 400 of Princeton’s 750 gradu-
ates served in uniform. By 2004, only nine members of the univer-
sity’s graduating class entered the military. Harvard, Yale, Brown,
Columbia and many other schools do not even allow ROTC on
their campuses. The same lack of military involvement is visible
in Congress, too. In 1971, three-quarters of our representatives had
military experience. Now, fewer than a third do, and that number
drops with each passing year.’’ But part of the reason the intellec-
tual elite are not interested in the military is that its members are



B R I D G I N G  T H E  M I L I T A R Y - C I V I L I A N  D I V I D E 7

R

so defensive, and so negative, about them, even though they are
part of the civilian world it exists to defend. Each side draws away
from the other. This is the military-civilian divide.

The service academies, for their part, take their students from
another clientele completely. Few of the applicants to the service
academies apply to a conventional (non-ROTC) track at an elite
university, as my service on the Admissions Board of the Naval
Academy made clear to me. People who apply to USNA also apply
to the Air Force Academy (USAFA), to the Military Academy
(USMA) at West Point, and perhaps to their state university as a
safety. A small handful try to get into an Ivy League school be-
cause they have heard of it. Almost none also apply to an elite
liberal arts college like Haverford, my alma mater, even though
they could complete their degree at one of these colleges and then
become o≈cers through the military branches’ O≈cer Candidate
Schools (OCS).

According to reports, ROTC is deemphasizing anything that
might act as a barrier to admission, questioning the relevance of
criteria like grades and test scores for predicting college success.
Certainly the service academies are in the process of becoming
rapidly less merit-based. The Naval Academy devotes a substantial
percentage of its admissions to sta≈ng its sports teams at any
academic price and to what the current Chief of Naval Operations
says is the ‘‘number one priority’’: getting a student body that
‘‘looks like the fleet’’ – which means 42 percent minority mem-
bers. In order to achieve this, the Naval Academy goes to some
lengths.

In the Class of 2013, the administration claimed 35 percent
minority membership. All these students, cumulatively about half
the class, were let in over a bar lowered to about the 15 percent
level nationally and guaranteed a seat: the class is filled from the
bottom up. (Some of these minority students have solid or even
stellar qualifications and do not need any special concessions, but
many minority applicants do.) The nonminority half of the class is
filled through a byzantine system of nominations from members
of Congress and others. Each of these people can nominate a
‘‘slate’’ of up to ten applicants, only one of which is o√ered admis-
sion. The recruits are already in, and do not have to win any
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further competition. (It was my sharing these closely guarded
facts with our paymasters, the civilians the military exists to de-
fend, that so incensed the USNA administration.)

The structure of the military is that of an economic or political
monopoly, with many of the problems of both. There are not two
U.S. Armies, two Chairmen of the Joint Chiefs, and so on. Com-
parably, a sailor, soldier, or Marine does not have two commanding
o≈cers: he or she has one. He or she either gets along with and
impresses that single person or has problems with him or her. For
each promotion, this same truth applies: there is rarely an option
about who will be your superior. Because the military is a monop-
oly, it exhibits aspects of feudalism, dictatorship, and the propped-
up industrialism of the now-imploded East Bloc. There is no com-
petition in any of these systems; nobody asks whether anything is
actually being produced; and everybody is supposed to go happily
to the fields, singing songs in praise of the tractor. Monopolies are
machines that, in theory, can be 99 percent ine≈cient and still
move forward, albeit at their own speed. They have no impetus to
change – nobody has anything to which to compare this 99 per-
cent. In any case, that is the way things are: if a monopoly is
ine≈cient, as it inevitably is, there are few pressures on it to
correct itself.

Political, as opposed to economic, monopolies – controlled states
like East Germany and Mengistu’s Ethiopia, Stalin’s Soviet Union
or Castro’s Cuba – usually make the lack of open dissent, regard-
less of what people are actually thinking, ‘‘proof’’ of the validity of
their regime. But then they set out to achieve directly what is held
to be the byproduct of this validity. In fact, getting shows of public
support is easy: you hire people to wave flags as you pass, or punish
them if they do not. Then you cite the ranks of flag wavers as proof
that things are for the best. This is the way things work at An-
napolis, and in the military at large.

The military, moreover, is deeply personal, the way monopolies
tend to become, with cults of personality in which individuals
and their whims trump the rule of law. Personnel are supposed to
do anything to make ‘‘the old man’’ (the CO) happy. It is his
command, after all. The cult of military personality is linked to
the fact that the military tends to glorify what it still, retaining
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nineteenth-century vocabulary, calls ‘‘leadership.’’ This is a Vic-
torian notion out of the same grab-bag as ‘‘gentleman,’’ ‘‘honor,’’
and ‘‘character,’’ all of which are substantiated but mystical no-
tions for something one either has or is, does not have or is not.
These ideals are supposed to ensure predictability, but of course
they don’t: a substantialized notion of ‘‘character’’ does not stop a
person from doing something out of character or dishonorable, or
from failing to show leadership.

The idea of ‘‘honor’’ has disappeared from practically every in-
stitution but the military (the Marine Corps Hymn says the func-
tion of Marines is to ‘‘fight our country’s battles and to keep our
honor clean’’). That of a ‘‘gentleman’’ is a quaintly old-fashioned,
albeit attractive concept that is usually preceded by the word last,

when it is not linked with o≈cer. ‘‘Character’’ is something the
(paramilitary) Boy Scouts talk a lot about without knowing what
it is. Of all these pre–Industrial Revolution concepts (all vaguely
related to the idea of a ‘‘gentleman,’’ someone who does not work),
that of ‘‘leadership’’ seems to have lodged most comfortably in
the o≈cer corps of the military. The world outside, meanwhile,
has largely replaced this concept with such things as skills and
capabilities.

Still, it is clear why the military retains this outmoded vo-
cabulary, and the pretense that we can teach ‘‘leadership’’ at places
like Annapolis. Given that it is the enlisted people who have the
skills in the military – they are the ones who actually work the
machines – what is left for the o≈cers? How else, other than by
holding on to the idea that the service academies teach ‘‘leader-
ship’’ in addition to physics and English, can we justify civilians
paying for them? They cost the taxpayer an average of four times
per o≈cer what ROTC, the next-most-expensive commissioning
track, costs.

Insisting on using a map with a large spot called ‘‘leadership,’’
as the military and the service academies do, is like insisting on a
map of Europe that includes ‘‘Yugoslavia.’’ It is not that this land
mass has disappeared; rather, it has been broken up into constitu-
ent parts. Comparable constituent parts of leadership are smarts,
diplomacy, ease with people, commitment, and willingness to lis-
ten to others. Some of these can be developed (smarts), some can
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be modeled (willingness to listen), but others are things that a
student either has or does not have. Once all these elements are
eliminated, there is nothing left of ‘‘leadership.’’

In the military, the concept is, in practice, used to justify deci-
sions based on the CO’s gut instincts: he is exercising ‘‘leadership’’
based on ‘‘character.’’ This makes it logical that people in power in
the military do not like to hear things that go contrary to their
views. It takes a special kind of person not to equate criticism of
the way things are with criticism of the person who made them
that way. A command is Colonel So-and-So’s until he is ‘‘relieved
of’’ it. So the military discourages the criticism. Military under-
lings with views that the brass do not want to hear are almost
always squelched and branded malcontents. The result is that
problems multiply and fester until they erupt, rather than being
addressed at an early stage.

This is one of what I call the military’s structural weaknesses,
which we need to actively minimize, though they cannot be com-
pletely eliminated. The alternative is to minimize personal ‘‘lead-
ership’’ and make decisions based on evidence, which everyone
can help provide and aid in evaluating: the result will not come
from a magic box called ‘‘leadership’’ or ‘‘character’’ but from
public reasoning, from justifying the best possible course of action
among alternatives. This is largely the way the civilian world
functions, and adopting this way of proceeding would help bridge
the military-civilian divide. (It is not for the civilian world to
adapt to the military, but the opposite because the military exists
to serve the civilian world.)

Because we have only one military, we cannot make the com-
parisons that are necessary in order to apply economic terms like
ine≈ciency. Of course, this does not make the military an anomaly.
We do not get to choose between di√erent sets of parents; we have
the children we have, not someone else’s; we do not turn twenty-
one under two di√erent sets of circumstances. Even things in
which we do have a choice tend to be circumscribed: we have the
jobs we have, not others; we usually go to college only once. In-
deed, the number of cases in our lives in which we can actually
compare alternatives without having already chosen one is so
small that an outsider to economics can only be amused by schol-
arly economics papers that treat ‘‘irrational’’ choice as an excep-
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tion to the rule, rather than the rule itself. Most things we do are
not the result of rational choice among alternatives, they are just
the things we do. So we are not in a position to say that what we do
is more rational or more e≈cient than the alternatives.

For that matter, nobody has ever shown that human life itself is
e≈cient: are these seventy-some years on planet Earth the most
e≈cient thing that we could be doing? Is having two arms more or
less e≈cient than having three? Would it be more e≈cient to be
three inches high? Live a thousand years? Be frogs rather than
people? Such questions either are idle or, at their metaphysical
fringes, make no sense: We are what we are, so we do what we do.
Similarly with the military. It does what it does; we cannot com-
pare either its nature or its mechanisms, to a large degree, with
anything.

Thus the economic model (following which everything can be
converted into amounts of a common unit, usually money; every-
thing can be compared) is foreign to the military, except when
it makes an appearance in congressional appropriations bills. In
Congress, decisions on guns vs. butter (as economists like to couch
economic choices) are in fact usually made for reasons other than
e≈ciency or the particular desirability of certain expenditures
with respect to others. Rather, they o√er a chance to grandstand or
make a statement about the military as a whole. We do not com-
pare things in a common currency. Do we say that bombs cost too
much so we won’t buy them? That we will wait until a less costly
technology is developed? We buy them now, because they are
available and we need them now, not something else in fifty years.
Nor can we put a price tag on the waste and ine≈ciency in terms
of lowered morale that results from a bad leader. If the battle is
won, nobody cares about the ine≈ciency and heartache of the
process; if it is lost the leader might be replaced – but not for being
a bad leader, only because the battle went badly. If an engagement
ends in victory, nobody says the price tag in lives or goods was ten
times what it had to have been; everyone is simply grateful for the
victory. Should the war not have been fought at all? That is the sort
of verdict, never unanimous, o√ered by historians, not by those in
the military, nor by the politicians who sent them to fight it, who
by then are out of o≈ce or dead of old age.

It might seem that we do have alternatives to the military. Our
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most radical alternative to having a military is not having a mili-
tary. Let us say we take the draconian step of disbanding our
military. Even this would not be based on a rational economic
choice. We cannot both disband the military and not disband it, or
disband it for half the country but not the other in a scientific
experiment to see which works better. What would be the ulti-
mate price of disbanding the military? We shall never know. If we
were never attacked, it would be a low price; if we were annihi-
lated because we did not have a military, it would be unpardonably
high. Let us say that we think of the military as an insurance
premium. How much insurance are we willing to buy? How much
does it have to cover? Does the mere fact of having the insurance,
here the military and its weapons, give us peace of mind? What of
the fact that once we have the technology, we have the tendency to
use it? This in turn has potentially deleterious e√ects; perhaps it
would be better not to have it at all?

If we could compare war to an alternative, we would surely
conclude that it is as ine≈cient as the military. War takes healthy
people with lives to live and kills them in the flower of their youth.
That is an ine≈cient way to treat human life. It destroys families
in the country under attack, who in many cases can never be made
whole again; this has nothing to do with the battle. This is ine≈-
cient too. Do we weigh the goal achieved against its costs? All we
do is determine whether the goal has been achieved or not.

As for the soldiers themselves, they are by definition ine≈-
ciently used, because battle is by definition ine≈cient with respect
to the individuals in it. With no resistance, probably a single well-
trained healthy soldier – or a small number of soldiers – could
achieve whatever mission we need achieved. Add resistance, which
is to say put the soldier in a battle, and we are in the position of
having to throw fifty stones at a wall in order to get one into the
hole we are aiming at. If we do it the mission is declared a success.
Compared to what? Compared to getting no stones in the hole, the
action is e≈cient: has achieved its objective. Compared to what
might have happened, it is incredibly wasteful.

The problem with thinking this way is that we have to make
our comparisons in a thought experiment. We can never run them
in a laboratory. But this kind of virtual comparison does allow us to
reach some conclusions about the state of a√airs. For instance, the
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chances are wildly against the military, whether in peace or in war,
being even remotely e≈cient. This does not mean that the armed
services are going out of their way to be ine≈cient and wasteful;
rather any unregulated system or one without outside alternatives
will by its nature simply do what it does because it does it, not
because it has a justification for doing so. Justification means X
rather than Y: if you do X without explaining why it is better than
doing Y, you are doing what you do without justification.

The most important conclusion here is this: the fact that we
cannot compare a monopoly to anything does not mean that it is
working well. All it means is that the monopoly is a monopoly. Of
course military personnel bristle if this is pointed out, even though
most of life is actually like this as well. We deal with this defi-
ciency in life by thinking through alternatives and choosing the
most justifiable; the military brass could do this too. Instead, they
insist that the military has ‘‘leadership,’’ and that it is like Mary
Poppins: practically perfect in every way. Any decision that comes
from leadership is the best one. This is not true, though it probably
is good poker playing. But the military should not be playing
poker with the civilian world, nor the civilian world with the
military. They are on the same side.

If both sides understood the nature of the military, they could
begin to ask whether it could be more e√ective than it is in
defending the civilians who are its raison d’être. First, civilians
need to understand that the glue that holds the military together
is personal relations, not, as the top brass sometimes claim, ab-
stract principles. Loyalty, which means loyalty to specific people, is
the highest military good. People in the military do things for
other people, not for ideals like democracy or country. Because the
brass thinks that this truth won’t play too well in the civilian
sector, it is wrapped up in ideas that they think will play better –
all those iterations of the idea that the people in the military are
all great patriots serving their country. It would be better to admit
the truth, that their motives vary and include many things other
than patriotism, and that their greatest loyalty is typically to one
another.

Of course the reason the military is so relentlessly personal is
that this is the only way that truly filthy, but sometimes necessary,
actions – like killing other human beings in battle – can be per-



1 4 F L E M I N G

Y

formed. (Don’t think this is necessary? Work to abolish the mili-
tary.) The negative e√ects of the personal nature of command can
be made greater or smaller, but they cannot be eliminated without
turning the military world into the civilian world. And if the hand
needs a hammer, rather than another hand, there is no point in
doing that.

Civilians also need to recognize that the military is about con-
trol, and control is established by intimidating enemies. Such in-
timidation is partly achieved by insisting loudly and repeatedly
that the military is big, bad, and invincible. Telling the truth is not
the goal here, intimidating the enemy is. This explains many
things about the military, from the emphasis on things like shiny
shoes and well-creased shirts (if you look sharp, people will do
what you say) to the military-wide tendency to insist that all
things are working perfectly all the time. Control is maintained if
people believe you have control. In the military, the rule is not
‘‘Fake it till you make it,’’ it is ‘Fake it so you make it.’’

In the military, therefore, it is not lying to insist that things are
going well when they are not, it is just good strategy. In poker, it is
not lying to blu√. And this is true to the extent that the military
makes the mistake of thinking it exists for itself rather than to
serve the civilian world. When the outside world discovers the
blu√ – which is to say the deception – the discovery has exponen-
tially worse e√ects than if the military had admitted initially that
there was a problem. For the military, the appearance of perfection
is a form of intimidation of the outside world: the appearance of
invincibility can cow the enemy and silence critics. And military
brass deal internally with problems they can no longer deny. If
something in the military is discovered to be less than perfect, the
service immediately closes ranks, denies wrongdoing as long as
possible, and then, abruptly and tersely admitting that there was a
problem, announces that it has everything in hand and is taking
care of things. Almost always, it overreaches in the imposition of
internal controls, just as it had overreached earlier in denying the
problem. The military is constantly careening from side to side,
when a looser but more constant hand on the tiller could keep it on
an even keel.

This has been the pattern of the Naval Academy’s way of deal-



B R I D G I N G  T H E  M I L I T A R Y - C I V I L I A N  D I V I D E 1 5

R

ing with its mistreatment of women. (Women were first admitted
in 1976 and graduated in 1980.) It is clear that women were badly
mistreated there for decades: during this period objections were
brushed away, problems denied. One female graduate from the
early years spoke to my classes about having to keep a broom by
her bed to ward o√ men who threw themselves on her in the
middle of the night. When she complained to the commandant, he
said, ‘‘What did you think you’d find here at Annapolis?’’ Nowa-
days the pendulum has swung hard in the opposition direction,
from complete lack of involvement to loud and apparently over-
zealous pursuit of miscreants. This is the insistence that we are
doing what is necessary to deal with the very problem we denied
for so long.

It is not easy for outsiders to track any of this. The Annapolis

Capital, our local newspaper, spent three years getting documents
under the Freedom of Information Act in an investigation of
whether men and women were treated equally at Annapolis. Its
front-page conclusion, published just before graduation in 2009,
was that at USNA justice was skewed in favor of women; a parallel
article chronicled the struggle to get the much-crossed-out and
censored documents that finally proved this.

The military typically claims that problems it can no longer
deny are individual, not structural. The current Naval Academy
superintendent, whoever he is, will invariably describe every prob-
lematic midshipman as ‘‘one bad apple’’ rather than even consider
the possibility that the USNA creates such bad apples by the
nature of its system. The result is that the military is reduced to
crisis management: rather than having control over predictable
problems, people in the military almost always see the identifica-
tion of problems as itself a problem. To a large degree, messes in
the military come from this fact, and the brass make them worse
by failing to understand this.

Because the military’s posture is that the armed services are
practically perfect, based on good character and leadership, any
problem that is so blatant it can no longer be ignored will be seen
as a blemish on an otherwise unstained character. For this reason,
outsiders, such as the press, have to push to have problems publicly
revealed, a revelation which the military will view as a loss of face.
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It therefore will seek to vilify those who want the problems aired.
This reaction leads to black-and-white formulations of the situa-
tion. Those wanting information become the bad guys.

High-profile examples of these tactics from 2005–2007 include
the fact that the army apparently covered up the death by so-
called friendly fire (in other words, death by incompetence) of the
former football player and Army Ranger Pat Tillman, as well as
the alleged massacre by U.S. Marines of civilians at Haditha, in
Iraq, in 2005. Journalists (or even family members) who pursued
such abuses are accused of ‘‘hating the military’’; politicians who
do so are accused of ‘‘aiding and abetting the enemy.’’

The military is notoriously, bitterly resistant both to change and
to outside influence. Because power is so personal, the individuals
with power tend to identify the things they do individually with
things that are best for the institution. Few people inside the
system, trained to be ‘‘loyal’’ to specific individuals above them,
will try to make fundamental changes within it; if they do, they
are almost certain to be slapped down.

Not surprisingly, the military is a gerontocracy. Older means
more senior; one gets to be senior by being older. As they grow
older, however, most people tend to become more inflexible. And
the hierarchical nature of the chain of command means that they
are dealing with people one and maybe two levels below them in
both age and rank – people at the top do not really ever interact
with those at the bottom. Those close to the commanders make
them happy by saying ‘‘Yes, sir’’ or ‘‘Yes, ma’am.’’ Thus the higher
up a person is, the more out of touch that person is with what
those below him or her are really thinking. Opinions are filtered
and sweetened as they go up the chain – if they go up the chain:
usually input from below is not solicited, and when it is, everybody
knows what to say to keep the brass happy.

When the military o≈cer making a particular decision is intel-
ligent and well educated, fair and enlightened, when the o≈cer
listens to opposing views and has the best interests of the whole
unit at heart, things are good. In fact, they are very good. When
things work, they give enormous satisfaction to subordinates too:
there are very few situations in the civilian world in which mentor
and mentored have the personal relationship that can enable them
to reach the emotional heights together that they can in the mili-
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tary. The world is full of all kinds of pairings of mentors and
mentored. But it is rare when the relationship between, say, a
physics professor and a graduate student or younger colleague
becomes as personal as relationships can become in the military.

The person taking orders has to be – no other words describe
this relationship – under the sway of the senior. The perfect subor-
dinate intuits what the superior wants, and supplies it without
being asked. The relationship up the chain of command can be
akin to love, perhaps even religious subjugation, but it is neither of
these things; it is just the way the military works when it works. It
all amounts to a sort of feudal submission: a military person’s
relationship, though ostensibly abstract, to a system, is in fact
based on a relationship with his or her immediate superior, whom
the subordinate is trying devotedly to please. If the superior is a
good person and a good o≈cer, the relationship can be wonderful.
If she or he is not, it is a nightmare. The civilian world rarely gets
this intense.

When these relationships based on personal command work, all
is well. But success is only half the picture, the ‘‘splendor’’ of the
military. There is also the ‘‘misery.’’ (The pairing is taken from
Balzac.) When, by contrast, the person in charge is merely filling a
place or is working out a grudge, has either too much confidence
or too little and so for whichever reason does not accept disagree-
ment, or is simply unwilling or unable to see others’ points of view,
things are bad.

The military, unfortunately, harbors many o≈cers who think
that anyone who suggests changes or improvements to their view
of mission is inimical to the mission and must be annihilated. In
the heat of battle, it makes sense to stick to a single course of
action (unless it is clearly the wrong one). But in the planning
stages, it makes sense to listen to as many views as possible: this,
military commanders are constitutionally resistant to doing. Most
commanders sense suggestions or disagreements as denial of their
authority and treat those making them accordingly, by breathing
fire. Their hostility makes it certain that once a bad path is em-
barked upon, it will be relentlessly followed. This itself is harmful
to the mission.

The natural resistance of the military to internal debate is a
structural weakness caused by the individual nature of command



1 8 F L E M I N G

Y

within the system. A further weakness is found in the fact that this
first deficiency will not even be addressed unless the institution

addresses it. Individuals cannot be expected to encourage people
who defend points of view contrary to their own; thus, we cannot
expect the individual to look for a way to overcome this weakness.
Instead the structure, unsurprisingly, must address the structural
weakness; it is almost certain that the individual will not. So long
as the point of view that predominates in the military is the deeply
personal one based on ‘‘leadership’’ and ‘‘character,’’ these weak-
nesses will get worse.

We cannot eliminate the structural weaknesses of the military’s
monopoly situation, but if we are willing to acknowledge their
existence, we can set about minimizing them. The key is being
willing to acknowledge them, which is something the military, if
left to its own devices and allowed to make its own decisions based
on its own proclivities, will never do. Because the military is based
on individual command in a top-down situation, it reinforces its
own weaknesses, rather than addressing them. The solution is to
build as many checks into this system as possible short of disman-
tling it. These will be based on rational choice, on sharing collec-
tively gathered data, and on giving reasons for decisions that are
based on more solid ground than ‘‘leadership.’’

The military is rife with unjustified decisions based on ‘‘charac-
ter’’ rather than evidence. Those decisions remain in force because
people have no alternative but to put up with them: there are few
internal checks and balances, and the military repulses attempts
to ask for justification from without. Many of these decisions are
probably the wrong ones, but they continue to be upheld, and the
orders followed. Thus the military is condemned to the endemic
ine≈ciency of all monopolies. This is its structural weakness. And
this is why most in the intellectual elite are unwilling to be volun-
tarily involved with the military. But this situation could be made
better. A lot better. And the result might be that elite college
graduates would be willing to join the military, as they did until
the end of World War II.

Civilian democracies contain many checks and balances that,
while not making wrong courses of action impossible, at least
render them more unlikely in the long run: the system is to a large
degree self-correcting. (Big exceptions, like the crash of 2008, are,
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thankfully, fairly rare.) The military is not self-correcting, at least
not as it is currently run. In the civilian world there are the
internal checks and balances of the multiparty system, the divi-
sion of government into branches, an active press, and an in-
formed citizenry.

Some of these course-correctors are used ‘‘as is’’ by the military:
it does what the civilian government tells it to do, after all, and the
press is there for everyone, though the military warns reporters o√
and treats them like the enemy. (Secretary of Defense Robert
Gates felt it necessary to remind the graduates of the Naval Acad-
emy in 2007 that ‘‘the press is not the enemy; Congress is not the
enemy.’’) The military needs to find comparable course-correctors
to those available in the civilian world to lessen the necessity of
civilian overseers, such as the secretary of defense or the various
secretaries of the services, to intervene. This level of intervention
means that many mistakes have been made for a long time.

The first course-corrector would be for the military to acknowl-
edge its weaknesses, and hence to ‘‘own’’ them. If the military
brass took ownership of the service’s weaknesses, they would treat
its problems di√erently. Instead of denying them, trying to cover
them up, and then blaming those who uncovered them, service
personnel would acknowledge openly that problems are the price
of doing business. Military brass would therefore have no reason to
treat the identification of problems as a threat. This would elimi-
nate one big problem immediately: the fact that an attempt by the
military to cover up something always ends badly, in a scandal
composed almost equally of the event and the attempt at cover it
up, which costs the military man-hours and prestige.

Another major course-corrector would be to insist that decisions
be made based on data and reasoning, not ‘‘leadership.’’ O≈cers
cannot always share all data with everyone, of course, and decisions
are frequently not black and white, with one alternative clearly
better than others. But this is the purpose of rational choice: to sift
and order di≈cult options, and choose the best one (not necessarily
the correct one, which usually does not exist). The particular
personality of the leader thus takes a back seat to the objective: if
necessary, the decision could be explained both to subordinates and
to the civilian world they serve, thereby helping bridge the divide.
‘‘I did it this way because I’m the leader’’ isn’t going to bridge any
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divides, not with subordinates, not with civilians. Falling back on
authority rather than rational choice as the first line of defense is a
structural weakness of the military, alienating those within and
without. In times of stress it may be necessary, but never as a first
alternative.

The military needs to deal with its structural weaknesses the
way we deal with those of building houses out of wood or driving
cars that can be involved in accidents. We have a fire depart-
ment, which campaigns against smoking in bed and stockpiling
old newspapers, and deals with the individual fires that will in-
evitably occur. We have a police force that tries to slow down
speeders and get people to use seatbelts, and helps mop up or at
least deal with the accidents that equally inevitably occur. In both
cases we have acknowledged that we are never going to be fire-
free or accident-free, though care and attention can minimize the
dangers as much as possible. Individual cases can be the fault of
individuals, and frequently are, but structurally the problems are
things we have to accept as the cost of living with cars and inflam-
mable houses.

The military also needs to work on encouraging real, viable,
internal dissent. It is not always possible to do this, of course,
though the military sometimes caricatures demands from the out-
side for justification as being inimical to battle-readiness. But if
the leaders are able to speak coherently enough to refuse the
demands for justification, by definition they are not in the heat of
battle. In battle, people must simply charge when and where they
are ordered to. But there is almost no other time when it is inap-
propriate to ask, Are we doing the right thing? All input wel-
comed, but you have to justify your response. This the military
must actively encourage, in a way it currently does not. Deci-
sions based on sifting evidence can also be explained better to the
military’s civilian paymasters without the smoke and mirrors of
‘‘leadership.’’ Higher-ups should actively encourage input from
personnel who are lower than the next layer down from them-
selves. They should surround themselves with people who, instead
of saying ‘‘Yes, sir,’’ will tell them things they do not want to hear.
And they have to constantly remind themselves that they are
doing it for the civilians.

The military needs more of the civilian ability to consider possi-
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ble alternative paths objectively, and to talk about criticism non-
defensively. My job, considered in Annapolis Autumn: Life, Death

and Literature at the US Naval Academy, is to teach close reading,
e√ective argument, the ability to justify an assertion, and attention
to detail to future o≈cers of the navy and Marine Corps. When
asked what my goal is, I always say this: to create thinking o≈cers.
Successful leaders are successful not because they have memorized
answers from a list: they will always be caught short if all they have
is a set of responses. They are people who can respond to new
situations. And this usually means choosing the better alternative,
not the correct one. O≈cers who know only the answers to ques-
tions they have already seen will not be good o≈cers. Life is
unpredictable; battle is very unpredictable. If they have considered
other possibilities, they will not be surprised when such situations
turn up unexpectedly.

My job is to make those in the military question the status quo
(Why do we have to do things this way? Perhaps there’s a better
way), despite the fact that there is a strong tendency to think that
the goal should be to say ‘‘Yes sir’’ and ‘‘Yes ma’am’’ rather than
‘‘Why?’’ If the military were able to e√ect a change to its own
attitude with respect to its endemic problems, I feel optimistic
about the chances of its being e√ective in minimizing (not elimi-
nating) them. The more the military and civilian worlds engage
in ‘‘us vs. them’’ thinking, the more deeply entrenched these prob-
lems will become. The military needs civilian skills, and the civil-
ian world needs the military. Both can benefit from unclenching
their fists, dropping their defensive crouch, and talking to each
other with mutual respect.

The civilian world owns the military, and the military exists to
serve the civilian world. But the military can serve e≈ciently only
if civilians know what they are dealing with. Ultimately, only this
understanding can bridge the military-civilian divide. Perhaps in
times of general, broad-based conscription, such understanding
can come from large numbers of the civilian population serving or
having served in the military, such as was the case in the period
following World War II. But barring a worldwide conflagration,
this is unlikely to happen soon, nor should we wish it to. In the
meantime our only recourse may be articles like this one.




