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Unbecoming
A Memoir of Disobedience

Memoir: Raw memoir of a Yale and Harvard-educated Marine
Corps veteran exposing the unique challenges women face in
the military through her experiences with sexual harassment,

discrimination, and policy advocacy.

● Anuradha Bhagwati: Writer, activist, yoga and meditation teacher,
and Marine Corps veteran. She founded the Service Women’s Action
Network (SWAN), which brought national attention to sexual violence
in the military and Anuradha Bhagwati helped overturn the ban on
women in com bat. Anuradha is a regular media commentator on
issues related to national security, women’s rights, civil rights, and
mental health, and is the recipient of numerous awards. Her writing
has appeared in The New York Times, The Washington Post,
Politico, Foreign Affairs, and The New Republic. She lives in New
York City with her service dog, Duke.

○ Twitter
○ Personal Website
○ Instagram
○ Publisher Page

Unbecoming Website

Why this book is important for the Military Professional:
Leaders in the military and veteran community are often faced with complex issues such as sexual harassment
and discrimination and must take appropriate steps to combat them. Whether these awful issues happen to them
individually or to a service member under their command, military professionals must act and not turn a blind
eye. This memoir exposes a dark culture within our military and veteran communities that we should not shy
away from but rather confront head-on. While the stories in this memoir may be graphic and uncomfortable, it is
vital that we hear them, recognize that they happen, and take action against these injustices. Every military
professional or aspirant should read this book and use the knowledge gained to ethically navigate life in the
service and strive for true equality and fairness for all.

Disobedience - failure or refusal to obey rules or someone in authority:
insubordination

Upbringing and becoming a Marine

● Anuradha Bhagwati was raised in a strict Indian-American family that highly valued education and
seemingly placed less emphasis on emotional connection. Her parents were Ivy League professors and
made it clear that she had no choice but to attend Yale University as an undergraduate. During her
childhood, she also faced racial discrimination from her mostly white peers and anger from her parents
over her early bisexual tendencies.

● Inspired by the fictional movie “GI Jane” and the desire to rebel against her parent’s wishes, Bhagwati
dropped out of her master’s program at Columbia University and decided to join the Marine Corps. The
military was a foreign concept to her parents, and her decision caused intense strife in her family.

https://twitter.com/anubhagwati?lang=en
https://anuradhabhagwati.com
https://www.instagram.com/anuradhabhagwati/?hl=en
https://www.simonandschuster.com/authors/Anuradha-Bhagwati/2119598690
https://www.amazon.com/Unbecoming-Memoir-Disobedience-Anuradha-Bhagwati/dp/1501162551/ref=asc_df_1501162551/?tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=509360428472&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=6449252818987703531&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9010064&hvtargid=pla-1451243422712&psc=1
https://anuradhabhagwati.com/#unbecoming-a-memoir-of-disobedience
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/insubordinate


Bhagwati was selected for Officer Candidate School due to her
bachelor’s degree and ivy league pedigree and reported to
Quantico, Virginia, for training. As a self-proclaimed product of
the “Ivory Tower,” Bhagwati struggled to adjust to military life,
constantly questioned why things were the way they were and
had difficulty with the menial “breaking in” tasks. She also faced
intense sexual harassment, took issue with the different
physical standards for men and women, and a hostile Marine
Corps culture towards women. Bhagwati nearly did not
graduate from OCS and was saved by a final confrontation with
the school’s commander.

Life in the Marine Corps

● Due to her low ranking in her initial Marine Corps training,
Bhagwati was passed over for the intelligence field and
selected as a communications officer. Her first operational
assignment was as a radio platoon leader in Okinawa, Japan.
Soon after assuming this position, Bhagwati was inspired to
volunteer for the Marine Corps close combat instructor
program, where she found a passion for martial arts. In the program, Bhagwati was singled out as one of
the few females and faced overbearing supervision from the lead instructor. Bhagwati railed against
sexist safety standards designed for women and fought to be treated equally. After enduring physical and
emotional abuse in the course, Bhagwati succeeded, and her mentality towards violence shifted forever.

● Bhagwati returned to her unit and deployed to Thailand for a joint exercise with the Thai armed forces.
During this time, she discovered a dark underground world of prostitution and military cover-ups of
service members’ transgressions. This experience makes her view the marines in a different light, and
she loses faith in the morality of her peers and superiors. Bhagwati also comes under fire for being
bi-sexual, which was illegal in the military at the time under the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy. Bhagwati
escaped punishment but was left with a bitter taste in her mouth over the disparity between the Marine
Corps stated values and actuality.

● After another sexual harassment incident, this time from
her Company Commander, Bhagwati requested a
transfer to assignment as an Executive Officer at the
Marine Corps School of Infantry, a position only recently
opened to women. This role was renowned in the
marines and a groundbreaking position for a female
officer. She enjoyed the infantry focus and rewarding
work of turning civilians into marines but continued to
uncover unsettling attitudes towards sexual harassment
and higher-ups making scandals disappear. Bhagwati
succeeded at the school and received a promotion to
Company Commander of a training company, a first for
women. This was an intense leadership role for her and
the most responsibility she had ever had in the Marines. Bhagwati’s leadership skills grew, but she had to
handle the worst sexual harassment and assault case of her career due to the actions of her combat
veteran executive officer. Then Captain Bhagwati filed a formal equal opportunity complaint against him
with the Marine Corps and spent her last few months in the service stressing over his conduct and the
outcome of the ongoing investigation against him.

Military Transition



● After a frustrating separation from the Marine Corps, Bhagwati decided to attend a master in public policy
program at the Harvard Kennedy School. She saw attending this elite intuition as a way to “make the
corps feel small” and escape the troubles of her time in service. Despite her intentions, she runs into
issues with her veteran classmates, her guilt from not deploying to Iraq or Afghanistan, and her
undiagnosed post-traumatic stress from her time in the Marines. She also waits on the results of the
sexual harassment investigation into her former executive officer and is frustrated by the lack of progress.
She receives notice that her former executive officer was found guilty, but legitimate criminal
repercussions were not pursued, further frustrating her with the system.

● After completing her master’s, Bhagwati went through a self-proclaimed state of “unraveling.” She seeks
help from the VA for her anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic stress and encounters a system worse
than the Marine Corps. She finds an inherently broken VA institution and is hospitalized from the side
effects of pills a VA doctor subscribed to her. She continues to be depressed and seeks counseling at
multiple organizations for military veterans and victims of sexual harassment and assault. She also files a
disability claim with the VA for her PTSD and other issues and is waiting for the result.

Yoga and Rising Up

● Four years after her exit from the Marine Corps, Bhagwati decides to become a yoga teacher. Her
decision is inspired by the desire to do something opposite to her role in the marines and find inner
peace. Her decision is met with fierce resistance from her parents, but she finds the work and training
freeing. She also attends meditative retreats and engages in other well-being-focused activities in search
of freedom from her past in the marines. She makes great strides in her recovery but learns that her
disability claim with the VA has been denied. Her rejection inspired her to fight back against the VA and its
policies toward female service members.

Advocacy

● With her newfound inspiration, Bhagwati decided to found an
activist organization called the Service Women’s Action
Network. The organization’s mission was to fight for the rights
of female military members, especially those who are
marginalized, without resources, and are not being heard by the
VA and the military. While leading her advocacy organization,
SWAN, Bhagwati comes into conflict with numerous people and
groups. This included civilian activists who don’t understand the
military, self-interested members of congress, dismissive
general officers, and other veterans that think she is fighting for
the wrong cause. Through her work, she finds similar and
frustrating gender dynamics in the civilian world and a staunch
bureaucracy in the highest levels of government. Despite her hardships, her organization was
instrumental in overturning the ban on military women in combat and putting the horrific issue of military
sexual assault in the spotlight. Activism eventually exhausts Bhagwati, and she leaves the policy world.
Still, she remains proud of the impactful work she accomplished and hopes it will inspire other women to
rise up and continue to support servicewomen.

Resources and Additional Reading
1) Tribe: On Homecoming and Belonging
2) Ashley's War: The Untold Story of a Team of Women Soldiers on the Special Ops Battlefield
3) Formation: A Women’s Memoir of Stepping Out of Line
4) Service Women’s Action Network (SWAN)
5) A Former Marine Looks Back on Her Life in a Male-Dominated Military
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