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Annapolis, MD – What you are about to read will probably disqualify me for any future political career or any awards from my alma mater, the U.S. Naval Academy (USNA).  You see, I am about to do the same thing that James Webb did 40 years ago, that is, put forth an argument concerning the role of women in our Armed Forces.   
Webb wrote an essay in 1977, “Women Can’t Fight” in which he argued that women should not have a combat role in the American military.  It was a long essay, in which he listed many reasons based on his own combat experiences as to why women should not be placed on the battlefield. In the process of making some of his points, he also specifically stated what he felt were disadvantages of having female midshipmen at USNA.  His choice of words in some paragraphs were harsh, and, in retrospect, ill-advised.   He has said so himself.
To place Webb’s essay in perspective, it is informative to understand his personal history.  Following his graduation from the Naval Academy in 1968, he was commissioned a 2nd Lieutenant in the U.S. Marine Corps.  After finishing first in his class at Marine Corps Basic School, he was sent to the ongoing war in Vietnam as a platoon commander.  There he fought in many battles, was wounded and subsequently was awarded the Navy Cross, the Silver Star, and two Bronze Stars for heroism.  He also received two Purple Hearts based on his wounds.  In short, he was not only a genuine war hero, but one of our most decorated Marines.  Upon his return to the U.S., his wounds were considerable, with shrapnel still in many areas of his body.  Based on his injuries, he received a medical discharge from the Marines.   .  
He then attended Georgetown Law School, followed by work on a Congressional staff, where he specialized in Veterans Affairs.  During this time frame he began to write, and also taught at the Naval Academy.  His experiences led him into the political arena, and he was appointed Assistant Secretary of Defense for Reserve Affairs under President Reagan in 1984, and then Secretary of the Navy in 1987.   He resigned less than two years later when his plan to increase the size of the Navy to 600 ships was not being carried out.  He vacillated between the Republican and Democratic parties over the next two decades, and in 2006 won election as a Democratic U.S. Senator from Virginia.
Webb has been a prolific author throughout his life.  His first novel, Fields of Fire, based on his personal experiences in Vietnam, was published in 1978 and enjoyed critical and commercial success.  He went on to write numerous other books, both fiction and non-fiction, in addition to being a successful screenwriter, movie producer, and essayist.

During his career as a politician and author, Webb faced his share of controversy.  Many women, particularly those in the military, have taken exception to his writings, especially that 1977 essay.  This has dogged him in political campaigns and most recently, when he was nominated for recognition as one of this year’s five selections for the Naval Academy Distinguished Graduate Award.  Shortly after the prospective names for the award were announced, several female USNA graduates voiced strong opposition and threatened to disrupt the ceremony.  In their view, Webb’s article had caused them considerable, and quantifiable, harm while they were at USNA due to the resulting harassment from upper class midshipmen who had read Webb’s views.  To avoid ruining the ceremony for the other recipients, Webb asked that his name be removed.
The lesson from this incident for me is that it illustrates the almost intractable conflict between warriors and philosophers.  Webb’s experience was that of a warrior.  He experienced firsthand the brutal, and often unimaginable, face of warfare.  Much of his writing describes the horrors of hand-to-hand combat.  It is both physically and psychologically demanding in the extreme.  His view is that if a nation is faced with such a conflict, and if that nation wants to win, you insert your best hope for winning onto the battlefield.  In his warrior opinion, men are, by far, best suited for the physical demands of warfare.   Arguments over the psychological aspects are less clear.

Philosophers, on the other hand, do not have blood on their hands.  To them, war is abstract.  Ideas and tactics are the issues, not who can best carry a 110 pound pack.  In their minds, why can’t women have the same opportunities as their male counterparts?   For such philosophers, equality becomes the overriding consideration.  They argue that not only should women have access to the Naval Academy, they should have 50% of the slots.  It is indeed true that the changing nature of warfare, on land, on, and under, the seas, and in the air, has made physicality less important in many military assignments.  But there is still considerable need for those who must crawl through jungles, carry heavy loads long distances, and fight hand to hand – and it is there that I want warriors on my side.  Let me make this point clear:  for a host of reasons, we as a nation need women in our military and service academies (our older daughter is currently a Naval Officer in the Medical Corps).   Just do not send women into combat roles requiring warriors.
Consider this sports analogy.   The object of all teams in the National Football League (NFL), and most teams in other professional sports, is to win.  The owners will take athletes of any ethnicity, any background, any place – and any sex - who can best help them win.  To date, there has never been one woman as a player in any of these professional leagues.  There are women in management, and coaching, but they simply do not have the physical size or skill set to compete.  Men are the athletic warriors.  Is this fair?  Is this discrimination?  Or is it simply smart?   I will support women on the battlefield as soon as I see females playing regularly on teams in the NFL.
Hopefully, our nation will never again be in a life or death battle requiring hand-to-hand combat for our national survival.   If we do, I want to win.  And then, I want men – men who think and act like James Webb.
I thought you might like to know.
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