
 Upsetting the Ranks 

 As she walked into the room, surrounded by men, she knew this was going to be 

a life changing experience; not only for her life, but also for many others. The smirks, 

gestures, and blunt remarks forced her to be reminded that she was not accepted here. 

She was simply tolerated, because she had to be. “If I hear one more call for a meeting 

about the women or for the women or because of the women, I’m going to get sick!” 

exclaimed a male cadet (Dolan). This is the mindset Andrea Hollen had to overcome as 

she entered the first coed class at West Point in 1980 (“Chronology of Significant 

Events”).  

 This was not the first gender barrier Andrea Hollen had faced in her life. Hollen 

played the piano, guitar, and French horn in high school, where she was not permitted 

to participate in the marching band because she was a girl. But just four years later, she 

entered the once all men’s military school, West Point.  

 While attending the Academy, most teachers and classmates treated the woman 

with respect, but some were hostile. Hollen once cheerfully saluted an upperclassman 

with a  “Good morning, sir!” He retorted, "It would be a good morning if you were all 

gone, bitch."  This demeaning and ignominious remark did not dishearten Hollen 

however, because “I wanted to be an ultimate citizen, and involvement in the military 

seemed to be the strongest way to express that,” (Malamud). Hollen was a patriotic and 

idealistic young woman who was loyal toward her country and duties. She worked hard 

in school to keep up with the men and show the strength and ability of women. She 

graduated number ten in her class as a National Merit Scholar (Dolan). This was a feat 

not taken lightly by her fellow male classmates. 



 Andrea Hollen demonstrated moral courage by standing up against adversity in a 

time and place where she was not accepted. Regardless of her personal struggles and 

losses, her perseverance made an important mark in history that will forever affect 

women across the nation. Fighting for the equality of women was never Hollen’s 

ambition. “I don't think I had ever uttered the word "feminism" before I went to West 

Point,” says Hollen. “So I was deeply shocked by the level of hostility toward women.” 

Through her daily actions and choices, she portrayed altruistic behavior that in turn 

gave women the courage to enter the army. Yet even though the military was now part 

of who she was, Hollen discovered another facet of herself that once again would affect 

prejudices throughout America.  

 In 1992, Andrea Hollen announced her resignation from the military by stating, “I 

fell in love with a woman...I’m gay” (“Andrea Hollen”). For a long period of time, in our 

world’s history, homosexuality was considered a mental illness. Not until 1986 was 

homosexuality removed entirely from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders (DSM). There was a hatred, mainly derived from fear, of many of these 

wonderful individuals who stood up for their sexuality.  The country, particularly the 

military, had not and still does not fully accept homosexuals. There was also a large 

stereotype that homosexuals were not capable of being good soldiers (Hereck). This 

type of discrimination, wicked and crude, is what Hollen stood up against. A specific 

example is the hypocritical “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy, that asks soldiers to be 

honorable and patriotic, but also to live a lie. Hollen said, “I decided to [resign] because I 

cherish the Cadet Honor Code and I could not imagine dissembling and equivocating 

my way through the rest of my career.”  This was one of the most difficult and 



courageous decisions she had to make. She stated, “I felt stripped of my sense of 

identity! Everything I had worked for, I lost. But it would have been an indignity for me to 

live my life that way.” 

 In contrast to Andrea Hollen’s life, my generation has had an entirely opposite 

experience. I have witnessed women run for President of the United States, serve their 

country diligently in combat, and seen states like Connecticut and Vermont legalize gay 

marriage. I, as a teenager, cannot fully comprehend the enormity of Hollen’s decisions 

to stand up against both gender and sexual prejudices because I have not fully lived it. 

Here and there I will get glimpses into what these antagonizing moments of her life 

might have been like. For example, I am a dancer and have many gay friends. My 

friends from school criticize and taunt them and cannot fathom why I would hang out 

with them. This insensitivity is astonishing to me. I did not know how to stand up against 

someone who sees another human being’s life as “wrong.”  But my gay friends are not 

any different from me or my friends at school and do not have a right to be treated any 

differently. Hollen’s choices have inspired me to always make the moral decision, not 

the popular or easy one. 

 Moreover, I want to major in political science. Many politicians have led careers 

full of lies, scandal, and deceit. Hollen has shown me that to be successful I can still be 

honest. She stayed true to herself when she quit the army. There are many moral 

people in the world who stick to their beliefs and follow their conscience, just like Andrea 

Hollen did. I want to grow into a person of sound character who has the courage to think 

my own thoughts and the strength to defend them. 



  “Courageous,” as some would put it; “crazy,” as others said. But Hollen was both 

and neither of these things. She was an exemplary women who not only broke down 

barriers, but began movements toward equality. Hollen entered the military for the same 

reason she left it: integrity. Her advice to others facing discrimination is to “tell the truth- 

as clearly, respectfully, and gracefully as possible!” Andrea Hollen demonstrated moral 

courage by following her judgement and listening to her heart.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Works Cited 

"Andrea Hollen." Editorial. People. N.p., 28 Nov. 1994. Web. 24 Feb. 2010. <http:// 

     www.people.com/people/archive/article/0,,20104509,00.html>.  

"Chronology of Significant Events." Women at West Point. N.p., n.d. Web. 24 Feb.  

     2010. <http://www.usma.edu/dcomm/womenatwp/chronologyofsigeventsfor 

     womenatusma.htm>. 

Dolan, Barbara. "West Point: The Coed Class of '80." Time 19 May 1980: n. pag.  

     Google. Web. 24 Feb. 2010. <http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/ 

     0,9171,924092-3,00.html>.  

Hereck, Gregory M., PhD. “Facts About Homosexuality and Mental Health.” <http:// 

     psychology.ucdavis.edu/rainbow/HTML/facts_mental_health.HTML> 

Hollen, Andrea. Email Interview. 8, 9 March 2010.  

Malamud, Randy. “West Point Woman Wavers on Equality.” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. 

27  

     July 1980. <http://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1144&dat=19800727&id= 

     S5McAAAAIBAJ&sjid=FGMEAAAAIBAJ&pg=4751,3898365> 

 

 

http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://www.usma.edu/dcomm/womenatwp/chronologyofsigeventsforwomenatusma.htm
http://www.usma.edu/dcomm/womenatwp/chronologyofsigeventsforwomenatusma.htm
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,924092-3,00.html
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,924092-3,00.html
http://psychology.ucdavis.edu/rainbow/HTML/facts_mental_health.HTML
http://psychology.ucdavis.edu/rainbow/HTML/facts_mental_health.HTML
http://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1144&dat=19800727&id=S5McAAAAIBAJ&sjid=FGMEAAAAIBAJ&pg=4751,3898365
http://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=1144&dat=19800727&id=S5McAAAAIBAJ&sjid=FGMEAAAAIBAJ&pg=4751,3898365

