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24th Air Force
Command Chief

NOTAM
Starship Troopers

"Chief, what books on leadership should I be reading?”  This question was posed to me a few years ago by an Airman following an address I made to an ALS class.  I'm not sure which titles he was expecting me to suggest, but you should have seen the look on his face when my list started with Starship Troopers, the Sci-Fi classic authored in 1958 by Robert Heinlein.  Fortunately, he didn't immediately run off thinking I was nuts.  Instead, he stuck around to allow me to explain why I recommend this book to every aspiring leader--officer, enlisted, or civilian.

When I returned home that evening, I couldn't shake my conversation with this Airman from my head.  I searched my house for my heavily dog-eared copy of the book (it had been a while since I last read it cover-to-cover).  When I picked it up, out fell a sheet of paper on which I had long ago penned a list of questions the book either answered for me or issues it had shaped my perspective on.  I’ve listed a few of these below (I’ll send you my complete list of 39 questions if you call or e-mail me to ask for it):
Is it possible that one person can completely shape your sense of purpose/value in one short conversation?  (Pg 39)  Are conditions ever as impossible as they first appear?  Aren’t we all capable of overcoming more than we initially give ourselves credit for?  (Pgs 56-58 and 85)  Do we do an Airman any favors by withholding a firm and immediate response to unacceptable behavior?  (Pgs 112-120)  Do senior leaders need to be in on every correction?  (Pgs 141-142)  This futuristic, Sci-Fi stuff is great, but what about a realistic, current-day leadership challenge, like maybe how I might handle someone trying to get me or one of my Airmen to sign "sight unseen" (pencil whipping) a "jacked-up" equipment account? (Pgs 218-219)

Of course, not only do I encourage you to read the book, but I also wonder if you'll agree or disagree with none, some, most, or all of the answers or perspectives I drew from the book.  I suspect you may even build a list of your own answered questions.  Was it Robert Heinlein’s intention to pen a simple Sci-Fi novel for the casual reader or did he plan to craft a virtual manual on leadership, followership, and civic responsibility by using the Sci-Fi genre as the medium through which he’d pass his leadership lessons?  I’m not entirely sure.  However, I certainly did appreciate the discovery of profound lessons within a novel far more interesting and digestible than the classic “tough-to-read”, scholarly leadership textbook.  I wonder what you might find if you take the time to track down a copy.  I'm looking forward to hearing from you once you’ve completed your journey through the book!

KEVIN G. SLATER, CMSgt, USAF

Command Chief Master Sergeant
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