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One evening in late Seplember | had
the opportunity to interview several
women Naval Officers currently enrolled
at the Naval Postgraduate School, speci-
fically for this "Women's Issue” of
CLASSMATE, Inasmuch as women are a
vital and growing part of the military, itis
only proper that their attitudes and opin-
ions be expressed along with those of us
affectionately known as dependents, The
experience was most enlightening and
informative in many ways. | soon became
aware that not only had | been rather
unfamiliar with the “women-in-the-
military” problem in its entirety, but that
those women who were able to be pres-
ent for the interview (4 out of 17 invited)
viewed many of the problems quite dif-
ferently. Perhaps it is this latter point that
women Naval Officers, like women doc-
tors, lawyers and Indian Chiefs (?) are
individuals like everyone else, and don't
necessarily adhere to the standard ’party
line’" we read so much about. The whole
spectrum of attitudes are there; | only
regret that we were unable to present a
wider sample for this interview.

| began the interview by asking all of
the women their reasons for joining the
Navy. They tended to divide into two
camps: personal motivations and politi-
cal motivations, One stated that it was the
“personal freedom and opportunity to
do something that was worthwhile and
not the stereotyped female job” that led
her into the profession. Another agreed
that, although her earlier profession,
teaching, had been fulfilling in many
ways, the military offered a “‘sense of ad-
venture and ... something that was less
restricting.”” The other ladies had reacted
to the political environment in the United
States six to nine years ago that was gen-
erated by the Vietnam War. They felt that
one could either be on the outside and
wave picket signs, or get into the military
and take action. “'Even when you're an
ensign you can do something about a lit-
tle sex or race discrimination. The way to
change things is to get in power and
change them.” All of the women are
career-oriented, which is one of the
reasons they are here in Monterey, Each
could achieve a relatively successful
career by working in Washington for sev-
eral tours of duty, especially since most
“good” policymaking positions for
women officers are located there. But
each of them also expressed their dislike
for the confinements of this environ-
ment. “There won't ever be more salisfy-
ingjobs for women as long as they are not
accepted as warfare qualified officers.”

Since each has chosen to make a career
of the Navy, we next discussed their
goals. Logically, they view the possibility
of being promoted to flag rank {admiral)
ds a definite goal, but doubt the attaina-
bility of the Chief of Naval Operations
(CNO), the highest Navy billet. Opera-
Honal experience in the fleet is a prime
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requisite for CNO and this thought stimu-
lated some rather heated discussion
among the ladies, "It makes me upset to
believe that | don’t have that option.
Fifty-one percent of our brainpower is
essentially told to go sit. If I'm the best
that is available to be in charge of the
Navy, then the fact that | happentobeina
female bady should not be a restriction to
my being able to take that job and do it.”
Another questioned the ability for
women to become CNO because, until
recently, none will be from the Naval
Academy. Still another replied that the
source of an officer's commission
doesn’t have anything to do with it;
rather, itis the lack of operational experi-
ence that is preventing a woman from
becoming CNO. Again, | began to sense
that feeling of prejudice coming to the
surface. “The male in the military
categorizes females. | am either a wife, a
mother, a sister, a daughter or one of the
other stereotypes that the male feels that
women have to be. When he fills out my
fitness report, he doesn’t look at me
necessarily as another officer, he looks at
me as one of these female stereotypes.”
Another stated that the CNO should de-
finitely not be an officer who has spent

An Interview

by Chris Robison

his entire life behind a desk in Washing-
ton ... the need for operational experi-
ence was far too great. This was coun-
tered by another who feit that, perhaps,
the most qualified person to be CNO
would be a woman. “We are taking peo-
ple who have no management or ad-
ministrative ability and are giving them
administrative responsibilities.”
Whether it is a gynecologist becoming
the commander of a Naval Regional Med-
ical Center, or a "... line officer who
drives a ship, that’s his primary concern
... {that’s the person) we make ... CNO.”
It was finally agreed upon that the most
desirable qualities would be both opera-
tional experience and managerial exper-
tise. But, again, we were back to the mat-
ter of women and operational experi-
ence.

This led 1o the controversial topic of
women at sea. As | had anticipated, they
were unanimous in their desire to see
women assigned to combatant vessels.
“The Navy cannot {(count on} much
longer, with the manpower situation as it
is today, the few young men who are wil-
ling to join the Navy. Unless we send
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women to sea, by 1985 there won't be
enough young men in this country who
will volunteer to do it.”” One of the more
devious questions regarding women at
sea is the matter of berthing. The women
conceded to their lack of personal ex-
perience, but one suggested that berth-
ing be arranged in a manner similar to a
college dormitory. Spaces would be pro-
vided in a like manner for the embarked
aviation squadrons (in the case of aircraft
carriers). When the subject of enforcing
such an arrangement was raised, and just
who would do it, the women generally
took the view that men aboard ship will,
in the end, react the same to a co-ed
environment aboard ship as they do
ashore. Once the initial "'shock” is over,
things will settle down. This would be
facilitated by enforcement through the
chain of command. Once the officer
corps ensures that the chiefs and senior
petty officers understand how “the sys-
tem’ works and that action will be taken
against the offenders, everything will
work itself out. When the question was
asked as to whether this would have any
sort of adverse affects on the morale
and/or combat readiness of the ship, the
general opinion was in the negative.
Turning to the subject of social at-
titudes and difficulties encountered, |
found that the women were poles apart.
For one, personal relationships with the
opposite sex often became a difficult
matter. She has been reluctant to be-
come involved in any way that may
jeopardize or detract from her career.
However, those in the group who are
married felt that the rules should be
“bent’' to maximize the opportunities for
fulfilling the personal life, One addres-
sed the matter of those married women
who “badger” their detailers to assign
them in an area close to their husbands’
wark. *'You have to make a choice; if you
can work a career and a marriage at the
same time, then great. | don't intend to
get out of the Navy, but | also don't in-
tend to put other female officers in
jeopardy for a job because |'m married."
It is a little wonder that family life for
them is a challenge, and frequently a
hardship. Keeping abreast of a job (often
away from home), raising children and
maintaining a marriage has more than its
share of problems. Those who have
done, and are doing it stated that they do
not regret their commitments on the
home front, but wished that their super-
visors were more sensitive to their prob-
lems. “Regardless of whether you're
pregnant, a parent, single ... as a woman
you have to do better than the other
guy." This brought up a rather interesting
point. It was noted that one of the woman
officer’s greatest obstacles is the Navy
wife, This may seem strange, but con-
sider the problem of calling an enlisted
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man at home to find out why he is not at
work, and receiving some very curt re-
marks from his wife. Also consider the
wives who have openly rejected and, in
some cases, bitterly protested any efforts
to send their husbands to sea with
women on the crew. These are but two
small examples of a problem that | found
to be a very real one, and a very difficult
one for the woman officer to surmount.

All of the women interviewed admitted
that their problems are not unlike those
encountered by their civilian counter-
parts. The prejudice and insensitivity is
intensified by the so-called “"traditional
male environment” of the military. They
tended to feel that tomorrow’s woman
would be built upon the labors of today's
mothers and fathers, perhaps more than

ever before. It was a major shock to me
after | came out of my academic isolation
that people would not accept me as their
academic equivalent just because 1 was a
voman, Therefore, | think that every
woman who is the mother of a daughter
has two essential jobs to do. Number one
is to make (her) realize that any other
little girl out there is (her) academic equi-
valent. Number two is to make sure that
that daughter that you have is given every
single, absolute intellectual opportunity
that's available to her, no matterwhat. o

We would like to thank LCDR Mary
Shupack, LCDR Victoria Matthews, LT
Eflen Hurley and LT Della Suter for giving
of their time to contribute so freely and
frankly to this interview. o
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