Being a woman in the military has its own challenging and unique oppositions. When you add sexual harassment to the equation it gets even more complicated. Before the tailhook scandal in 1991 most women did not report incidents of sexual harassment for fear of endless ridicule and the scandal it would inevitably cause.(Grabel) In May of 2000 New York Times journalist Elizabeth Becker wrote an article that completely outlines the mentality and policies of the military before the 1990’s. 

In her article she interviews several high ranking female officers from different branches of the military. Most of the women she interviewed would not allow their names to be disclosed. One of the women Ms. Becker interviewed stated “during the 1980's, most women put up with wolf whistles and cat-calls as well as outright sexual assaults, waiting for the services to change. As they rose in rank and the military began cracking down on inappropriate behavior, the harassment became more subtle, ''stealth-like'' in the words of more than one woman, like getting nuzzled on the dance floor or having legs massaged under a dinner table.” According to one officer interviewed what is most likely to happen is a negative effect on your career. The women who bring charges of sexual assault against a man that lead to a trial generally resign from the Army within a year, she said, whether the man was found guilty or innocent. (Becker)

One piece of the interview that stays in my mind is from a lieutenant who tells of an incident that happened to her. “One day over five years ago, when I was still a lieutenant colonel, I asked my boss for advice about advanced training schools. In response, he requested oral sex. I went in to talk to my commanding officer, a colonel, about which officer training school I would attend and he said he could get me in anywhere I wanted to go if I would do it for him. I turned around, walked out of the office without saying a word and spent the next three days asking myself what I had done wrong. I seriously thought about retiring from the military.” (Becker) We believe these accounts of sexual harassment show an accurate portrayal of what a female in the military went through before the tailhook scandal. 


The Tailhook Association is an independent, fraternal, nonprofit organization internationally recognized as the premier supporter of the aircraft carrier and other sea-based aviation (Davis).  Members of the association include active duty, [image: image1.png]


Reserve and retired Navy and Marine Corps [image: image2.png]


aviators, defense contractors, and others. Once a year, the association holds a Tailhook Reunion. This reunion started in Mexico, 1956, as a reunion for naval aviators.  As the reunions grew larger, so did the Association. In 1963, the reunion moved to Las Vegas.  


The 35th Annual Tailhook Reunion took place September 5-7, 1991.  It was held at the Las Vegas Hilton Hotel.  To most people, this event is very important and people take it very seriously.  On the other hand, some do not.  According to the Tailhook Association, the purposes of the Association are: to foster, encourage, develop, study, and support the aircraft carrier, sea-based aircraft, both fixed and rotary wing, and aircrews of the United States of America; and to educate and inform the public in the appropriate role of the aircraft carrier and carrier aviation in the nation's defense system (Davis). At this particular event, this was not the case.  It seems the purpose of the Association got thrown out the window.  Ninety people, military personnel and civilians, reported cases of assault and abuse, according to a report by the Inspector General of the Department of Defense.  Eighty-three of the victims were women, the other seven were men.  The victim’s ages range from 18 to about 50 years old.  Obviously, this was a big deal and made front line news.


Most of the abuse took place in the third floor hallway of the hotel.  This is known and the gauntlet.  Supposedly, every year, this is where things tend to get “rowdy”.  Nearly 300 men line the hallway waiting for people to walk through.  If someone decides to turn around and go the other way, they will be picked up and carried into the gauntlet.  Once you are in the gauntlet, it is hard to get out.  Other cases of abuse were reported in hotel suites.  

Something to keep in mind though is the amount of people, women especially, that were involved with inappropriate things at their own free will.  Shaving booths were set up in the suites, and men would shave women’s legs and private areas. Strippers were provided for “entertainment”, numerous women admitted to participating in naval shots, and was reported that women would strip, perform sex, and moon men in order to get a tailhook souvenirs.  According to the PBS website, Documentation from the Department of Defense reports at least $11,000 spent on alcohol and $3,000 worth of damage to the hotel.  Obviously, the majority of the people involved with the event had been drinking and/or were intoxicated. 

In the aftermath of the Tailhook scandal, the United States Navy took immediate action to update and revise existing regulations and orders. Under authority of ADM Frank B. Kelso II, Chief of Naval Operations released a manual entitled, “Commander’s Handbook for Prevention of Sexual Harassment.” The handbook came complete with sample cases and attachment materials for officers and officers in charge so they could manage complaints, deal with offenders, assist the victim and establish positive command environments (BUPERS Public Affairs). In addition, a personal memorandum from ADM Kelso accompanied the handbook and read, “Navy leaders must take whatever action is required to ensure that a recipient of sexual harassment is not subsequently also the victim of reprisal or retaliation” (BUPERS Public Affairs). This high ranking member of the military was making a clear statement about who he felt was responsible for sexual harassment situations. By 1992 this new command tool resulted in the dismissal of eighty-nine officers and sailors (Schmitt). Although the results seem to imply that officers and non-officers were handling sexual harassment incidents effectively; another military scandal would reveal that a “handbook” at any command would not be enough to change attitudes and environments in a co-gendered military.
In 1996, several women came forward to complain about their basic training experience at the Army Ordnance Center in Aberdeen, Maryland. These women were accusing several officers and drill instructors of sexual harassment and assault. The Army went into response mode by interviewing recent female recruits, any other female recruits that trained there and then separated from the Army, as well as launching investigations at all Army training installations. Commander, Maj. Gen. Robert Shadley, issued a statement describing a “three-pronged attack…Caring for the known victims, looking for additional victims and conducting a criminal investigation to find other alleged perpetrators” (Rochelle/CNN).
This incident with the Army clearly indicates that not only do active duty commands have responsibility for sexual harassment prevention, so does the leadership at the initial recruitment and development stage of a military member. More sexual harassment and assault cases were revealed in September 2003 with the Fowler Commission release of its findings on sexual misconduct allegations at the United States Air Force Academy. An extensive investigation was conducted to determine the cause of 142 allegations in nine years (1/1/93-12/31/02), approximately 14 per year (Fowler Commission Report). During the commission investigation, documentation from the 1994 Government Accountability Office survey revealed that the Air Force Academy was told to do more to prevent, correct and assist in sexual harassment and assault situations, but they failed to appropriately address the situation (GOA). Other surveys conducted on-site through the Naval Academy and the Military Academies also revealed consistent percentages of sexual harassment and assault complaints by female and male cadets and plebes. This evidence pointedly suggests that in addition to command materials; sexual harassment education and training must start with the future officer while at the academy or the Officer Candidate School level.

In conclusion, the DACOWITS (Defense Department Advisory Committee on Women in the Services) released a key discovery in their 2004 Annual Report which is critical to successfully implementing any sexual harassment education, training, and identification; being able to correctly define sexual harassment. (Annual Report 2004) Once this definition has been determined, it can be used across all branches, in all aspects of military service and will yield a higher probability of accurate data. Currently, incidents of sexual harassment have reduced and survey reports confirm that command climates are more willing to address issues. However, many military members revealed that most situations are not being reported due to fear of reprisal. The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) reports 1.7 million patients, about 22% women veterans using the VA have experienced military sexual trauma (MST), defined as “sexual harassment that is threatening in nature, or sexual assault.” (USDVA) The acknowledgement of MST as a condition and federal access to treatment indicates that our government is aware that military service can and is resulting in situational exposure to sexual harassment. Addressing it, after the fact, is not enough and more preventive measures need to be taken.
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