
Response: 

BlackEconomics.org Commentary (01/27/23) “The Military Too!”  
 

Mr. Lindsey “Rob” Robinson  

 

Here are two very doable recommendations to address directly the gross underrepresentation of 

Black American officers in Active-Duty Military Service, which is explored in the above-cited 

commentary. These recommendations will, among other things, disintegrate favoritism for 

Combat Officers at the higher levels of the hierarchy of the Army specifically and other Military 

Services generally. The first recommendation is: 

 

1. Mandate a higher percentage of Logistics Officers to be promoted to General officer level. 

Start with say 35% in year one and successively increase it to 50% by year six and never 

slip below 50% thereafter. 

2. Substantially increase the number of Black cadets in the Reserve Officers Training Corps 

(ROTC), and specifically cadets at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), 

who are assigned to Combat Arms as Second Lieutenants. Use the ratio of assignment 

consistent with the assignment pattern at Ohio State University (OSU) or the University of 

Georgia (UGA). Specifically, if the cadets at OSU or UGA are assigned to the Infantry, 

Field Artillery, Armor, Attack Aviation and Calvary Branches at the rate of 65%, and to 

the Logistics Branches at the rate of 35%, then HBCUs in Georgia, such as Albany State, 

should have 65% of their cadets assigned to Combat Arms as well. 

 

The second recommendation—and both should be implemented initially—requires that the 

Service Secretary appoint an Ombudsman to accept appeals if any obstacles are instituted to 

increase early attrition of those officers assigned to Combat Arms from HBCU ROTC programs. 

An annual in-person report should be delivered to the Secretary of each Service, to the Secretary 

of Defense, and to the US President summarizing the numbers and percentages of Blacks at each 

level—O1 to O3, O4 to O6, and O7 to O10. 

 

If the US Congress should need to impose a legislative solution instead of the President as 

Commander-in-Chief by Executive Order or the Secretaries of each Service by order, then existing 

legislation can be leveraged; i.e., the Goldwater-Nicholls Act, which sets forth guidelines for 

requiring joint training and assignments to improve the performance of joint commands 

particularly combatant commands such as CENTCOM and PACOM.  

 

The military is one of the easiest institutions to reform to ensure  that the U.S. Military Officer 

Corps reflect the demographics of the general population so that from the lowest E1 Enlisted 

Service member to the highest-ranking General Officers there are at least 14% and even more of 

Black officers and the proper number of Black men and women at each level. We do not need to 

cry about this, we only need to demand of the nation’s policymakers to get it done.  

 

 

To read Lindsey “Rob” Robinson complete response to BlackEconomics.org 

commentary, “The Military Too!” please scroll to the next page to see the Back Story. 

 

https://www.blackeconomics.org/BELit/tmt.pdf
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The Back Story 

 

After attending a six-month course at Fort Benning, Georgia in 1980, the Infantry Officer 

Advanced Course, my next assignment was at Fort Hood, Texas. I was assigned to an Air Defense 

Unit in the 2nd Armored Division—the recent commander was General George S. Patton’s son. 

As soon as I hit Fort Hood my peers, all new acquaintances peeped me about one particular 

person—the Assistant Division Commander—a man by the name of John C. “Doc” Bahnsen, Jr.—

a one-star general. 

  

Before I assumed my new position as a Company Commander, I was required to attend a 

commander’s orientation along with maybe twelve or fourteen other new Company Commanders. 

It was a two-day affair and the very last person to address the group was this Air Defense 

Commander, Brigadier General Doc Bahnsen. I had already been told about his penchant for 

querying  Company Commanders as he visited units throughout the division about the status of all 

men requiring dental care. He would look for men with obvious dental problems, and demand that 

the Company Commander pull out a 3X5 card with date and time of the soldier’s next dental 

appointment to fix the problem. Any Company Commander without the pertinent information 

would be skating on thin ice. 

  

In our final session, General Bahnsen addressed us as new Commanders. To no one’s surprise, he 

spent time outlining his expectations regarding dental care. Then in an unbelievable moment he 

abruptly turned to me and said, “And Robbie, I want you to go in and get that gap in front of your 

mouth fixed.” 

 

What he said was in such poor taste, was so unbecoming of a General Officer, and so unbelievably 

intentional. He continued staring right at me. I refused to turn away, and I stared back at him. I did 

not think of a reply—it just came out. “No, sir. This is an African beauty mark. I won’t be doing 

anything to change it.” 

 

I did not know that, indeed, a gap in one’s teeth was considered a mark of beauty in certain parts 

of Africa. Later, I read about this. I do not know how I came up with that statement at that exact 

moment, but I already had in my mind that Bahnsen would never intimidate me. 

  

As the story goes, I heard stories about General Bahnsen and a Department of the Army (DA) 

Promotions Board for the Selection of Majors. The U.S. Army had centralized promotions way 

ahead of my entry to active duty. I later learned that indeed, General Bahnsen had been the 

president of the board in maybe, 1980. At any rate, the Secretary of the Army had to throw out the 

results of that board and the DA had to conduct a new selection process using a new board with a 

new president and a new panel of Colonels and Lieutenant Colonels. 

  

Bahnsen had fouled up the process. The president of a promotion board must read a scripted set of 

instructions. Bahnsen added his own instructions with emphasis, which was totally unallowed. In 

essence, what he instructed the board to do was to give preference to officers who had proven 

themselves in the “dirt and the dark.” 
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Putting aside Bahnsen’s violation of the official process, his challenge to the board to prefer the 

officers who did their work in the “dirt and the dark” is not as innocuous as it might seem. 

Bahnsen’s words meant give preference to Combat Arms Officers over officers who serve in 

Combat Support and Combat Service Support. In other words, promote Infantry Officers over  

Signal Officer, and Field Artillery Officers over Quartermaster Officers. 

 

Bahnsen should have been immediately dismissed from the Army for his actions as president of 

the promotions board. Of course, he was not dismissed because he was White. We do not even 

have to say that, if he were a Black General and did something even close to what Bahnsen did, 

then he would have been shown the door. 

 

I do not know who blew the whistle on that board. I just hope that it was a Black man who stood 

up and somehow got word to the Secretary of the Army, the Secretary of Defense, or to the 

President. This “dirt and the dark” is a code of another sort. Bahnsen knew full well that very few 

Black officers are accessed to the Infantry or to the Armor (tanks). Very few are accessed from the 

ROTC from which most officers come—and probably most from West Point. Obviously, West 

Point is not producing thousands of Black Lieutenants every year. Most Black officers are accessed 

through ROTC at HBCUs. When DA traditionally divvies up branch assignments to brand new 

Second Lieutenants very, very, very few Combat Arms slots are allotted to HBCUs. HBCUs are 

freely allotted Logistic assignments straight for their newly commissioned Second Lieutenants. 

 

This all has a direct bearing to today’s record of performance by the DA and all the other Services 

with respect to accessing, retaining, and promoting Black officers. The current numbers and 

percentages from 2020 suggest that about 9.0% of Active-Duty officers are Black (12.3% for the 

Army, 8.0% for the Navy, 5.7% for Marines, and 6.3% for Air Force). Before we even inspect the 

actual numbers, we should be aware that all the numbers and percentages related to Black Military 

Service men and women are purposefully skewed by the military’s preference for Black women 

over Black men.  

 

The growth in the numbers and percentages of women over the past 25 years is quite remarkable. 

Remarkable enough to know without research that it is entirely intentional. In relation to diversity 

or DEI (Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion), it is two for the price of one. Perhaps more important 

than that is that White males in the military, in their purposeful projection of continued 

opportunities and advantage for their sons (and daughters), must find ways to reduce the number 

of Black men and eliminate competition for uniform service positions. Meanwhile, while reducing 

the number of Black men entering and remaining in Active-Duty status, they elevate the number 

of Black females—in quite a number of fields or military occupational specialties. Importantly, 

Black females outnumber White females in military service. Policymakers see the total number of 

Blacks as satisfactory and, as reported, are content to believe that DEI initiatives are “good to go.” 

 

Inside the numbers and percentages our analysis drives us to further examine why they use 9% in 

a recent reports as the ratio of Black officers in Active-Duty Service. Behind these numbers a 2020 

DoD report lists about 21.1 thousand total Black officers on Active-Duty. How many are Black 

females? How few (comparatively) are Black men? Why do current numbers of Black officers 

include Warrant officers when previously Warrant officers were distinct from commissioned 

officers. Warrant officers are separate from commissioned officers and, for our purposes in 
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gathering these statistics, deserve to be reported separately and not included in the category of 

officers; especially because Warrant officers, though a small subset of officers, are 

“overrepresented” by Blacks and minorities generally. In other words, including Warrant officers 

wrongly skews the numbers and percentages of Black officers, when we know most persons 

examining the report are thinking “commissioned officers.” 

 

Perhaps more importantly, these reports are unable to camouflage the extreme drop-off in the 

number and the percentage of Black officers, particularly when we cross the line from Field Grade, 

that is Majors, Lieutenant Colonels, Colonels, and move to flag officers--Admirals and Generals. 

When you look at those numbers and percentages, then you see is a precipitous drop in both the 

numbers and percentages of Black Brigadier Generals, Major Generals, Lieutenant Generals and 

Generals (Four-Star). 

 

All along this discourse we are not interested in complaining about what White people in the 

military and in the Department of Defense (DOD) are doing to continue racism to keep Blacks—

as many as possible—from elevating to a position where they can be the advisers to the US 

President about the strategic deployment of U.S. forces. Clearly, they see that if a Black—say 

former Four-Star General and now Secretary of DOD, Lloyd Austin—is the Commander at 

CENTCOM or Secretary of Defense, then a White man will not be. 

  

Which takes us back to Doc Bahnsen. Bahnsen knew his “dirt and dark” talk would result in fewer 

Black Captains being promoted to Major. Yes, the entire system is rigged to promote more Combat 

Arms officers to each next level and eventually to become the Generals and the Chiefs of Staff of 

the Services and on to the Joint Chief of Staff. However, action can be taken to thwart this 

imbalance in the procession of White officers up the chain of command.  

 

Recommendations 

 

Here are two very doable recommendations to address directly the gross underrepresentation of 

Black American officers in Active-Duty Military Service. These recommendations will, among 

other things, disintegrate favoritism for Combat Officers at the higher levels of the hierarchy of 

the Army specifically and other Military Services generally. The first recommendation entails: 

 

• Mandating a higher percentage of Logistics Officers to be promoted to General officer 

level. Start with say 35% in year one and successively increase it to 50% by year six and 

never slip below 50% thereafter. 

• Substantially increasing the number of Black cadets in the Reserve Officers Training Corp 

(ROTC), and specifically cadets at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 

who are assigned to Combat Arms as Second Lieutenants. Use the ratio of assignment 

consistent with the assignment pattern at Ohio State University (OSU) or the University of 

Georgia (UGA). Specifically, if the cadets at OSU or UGA are assigned to the Infantry, 

Field Artillery, Armor, Attack Aviation and Calvary Branches at the rate of 65%, and to 

the Logistics Branches at the rate of 35%, then HBCUs in Georgia, such as Albany State, 

should have 65% of their cadets assigned to Combat Arms as well. 
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The second recommendation—and both should be implemented initially—requires that the 

Service Secretary appoint an Ombudsman to accept appeals if any obstacles are instituted to 

increase early attrition of those officers assigned to Combat Arms from HBCU ROTC programs. 

An annual in-person report should be delivered to the Secretary of each Service, to the Secretary 

of Defense, and to the US President summarizing the numbers and percentages of Blacks at each 

level—O1 to O3, O4 to O6, and O7 to O10. 

 

If the US Congress should need to impose a legislative solution instead of the President as 

Commander-in-Chief by Executive Order or the Secretaries of each Service by order, then existing 

legislation can be leveraged; i.e., the Goldwater-Nicholls Act, which sets forth guidelines for 

requiring joint training and assignments to improve the performance of joint commands, 

particularly combatant commands, such as CENTCOM and PACOM.  

 

The military is one of the easiest institutions to reform to ensure that the U.S. Military Officer 

Corps reflect the demographics of the general population so that from the lowest E1 Enlisted 

Service member to the highest-ranking General Officer there are at least 14% and even more of 

Black officers and the proper number of Black men and women at each level. We do not need to 

cry about this, we only need to demand of the nation’s policymakers to get it done.  

 


