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Women in the Military
Should combat roles be fully opened to women?

T

he number of women serving in the military has
reached historic highs in the past decade, with
women now representing more than 14 percent of
the total force. In 2008, Ann E. Dunwoody, the

Army’s top supply officer, became the first female four-star general.
This fall the Army tapped Sgt. Maj. Teresa L. King to head its
ultra-tough drill-sergeant training program, the first woman to hold
the post. At the same time, controversy swirls around the underthe-table recruitment of Army and Marine women into some
ground-combat missions in Iraq and Afghanistan — which is
contrary to official military policy — as well as the Navy’s plans
to add women to submarine crews. Advocates of continuing to

Gen. Ann E. Dunwoody, a master parachutist and
supply specialist, broke through the so-called brass
ceiling in 2008, when she became the nation’s first
female four-star general. Women, who comprise
14 percent of the U.S. military, make up
15 percent of the officer corps.

bar women from those jobs argue that sexual tensions and mis-

I

trust harmful to the military mission inevitably accompany gender-

N

integration of combat teams. Meanwhile, women vets are suffering

S

high levels of post-traumatic stress disorder and homelessness.
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Women in the Military
BY MARCIA CLEMMITT

THE ISSUES

“When I look in the mirror, I don’t see a female. I
see a soldier,” said Sgt. Maj.
rmy Spec. Shannon
King. Recruiting more women
Morgan came home
into the school is one of her
from Iraq changed
top priorities. 3
by war. When she enlisted
In 2008, another so-called
at age 20 and left rural
brass ceiling was broken when
Arkansas, shortly after Sept. 11,
Gen. Ann E. Dunwoody, a mas2001, she hoped to help deter parachutist and logistics
fend her country against more
and supply specialist, became
terrorist attacks while earnthe first female four-star gening money for college. Eight
eral. “Her issue is, when are
years later, she’s back home,
people going to stop being
hoping for a nursing career
surprised?” said a friend, retired
but diagnosed with postMaj. Gen. Jeanette Edmunds. 4
1
traumatic stress disorder.
Still, some military analysts
Morgan enlisted as a veare not only surprised but
hicle mechanic and never
chagrined at the pace of
expected to kill anyone in
women’s integration into the
Iraq. Instead, she became one
armed forces and particularly
of the first women in U.S.
at the Army’s surreptitious
history to take part in direct
moves to place women in
ground combat and killed at
frontline ground-combat areas.
least one Iraqi. Even though
Elaine Donnelly, president
military policy bars women
of the Center for Military ReadiThen-President-elect Barack Obama and former U.S.
from participating in such
ness, a Michigan-based think
Army helicopter pilot Tammy Duckworth, who lost both
missions, Morgan was retank
opposed to both groundlegs in combat in Iraq, prepare to place a wreath at The
cruited into the first Lioness
combat roles for women and
Bronze Soldiers Memorial in Chicago on Veterans’ Day
in 2008. Duckworth now serves as an assistant secretary
team — an ad hoc group of
gays serving openly in the milof the Department of Veterans Affairs.
Army women who supportitary, says that as women have
ed male front-line troops in
moved into more and more
both the Army and the Marines by body,” she recalls. “Then I realized, military jobs over the years, double standealing with women and children in ‘I betcha he’s not caring over there, dards for women’s and men’s physical
houses where soldiers were pursuing or he wouldn’t be shooting at me.’ ” performance have weakened overall
Today, she says she doesn’t regret military standards and sown seeds of
potential insurgents.
In April 2004 she accompanied a what she did but wishes it had never discord among the ranks. 5
Marine unit searching for insurgents in happened. 2
Furthermore, the Army has “defied
The quiet use of women in ground- logic in retaining co-ed basic training”
the central Iraqi city of Ramadi. Unfamiliar with Marine signals and com- combat roles from which they are of- and setting different standards of physmands, she suddenly found herself ficially barred is not the only evidence ical achievement for men and women,
alone on a street — and being fired that women’s role in the U.S. military Donnelly wrote. Such “gender-normed
at — when the squad abruptly with- is growing more prominent. In Sep- standards emasculate” the military’s
drew from a neighborhood after walk- tember, Command Sgt. Maj. Teresa L. “warrior training” when they “[assure]
King, the 48-year-old daughter of a ‘success’ for average female trainees”
ing into an ambush.
Morgan hesitated at first and then sharecropper near Fort Bragg, N.C., by setting the bar lower. “Soldiers know
began returning fire with her light ma- became the Army’s top drill sergeant, that there is no gender-norming on
the first woman to be named com- the battlefield.” 6
chine gun.
“For that second, I was like, ‘God, mandant of the Fort Jackson, S.C.,
For example, for a 1.5-mile run, the
is this right?’ . . . I don’t want to go school that trains all of the Army’s drill Navy awards a “satisfactory” physicalto hell someday because I killed some- instructors.
readiness rating to a man who runs
AFP/Getty Images/Stan Honda
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Women Are 14 Percent of U.S. Military
Women make up 14.3 percent of the 1.3-million-member U.S.
military and 15.1 percent of the officer corps. The Air Force has the
highest percentage of women overall as well as the highest percentage of female officers. The Marine Corps has the lowest percentages.

Active Duty by Branch of Service, September 2007
Branch of Service
and Status*

Number of
Women

Number
of Men

Total

Women as
Percentage
of Total

33,567
162,424
195,991

187,952
981,628
1,169,580

221,519
1,144,052
1,365,571

15.1%
14.2%
14.3%

12,983
58,117
71,100

71,699
374,984
446,683

84,682
433,101
517,683

15.3%
13.4%
13.7%

11,835
52,595
64,430

53,887
210,777
264,664

65,722
263,372
329,094

18.0%
20.0%
19.6%

7,611
41,144
48,755

43,820
239,694
283,514

51,431
280,838
332,269

14.8%
14.6%
14.7%

1,138
10,568
11,706

18,546
156,173
174,719

19,684
166,741
186,425

5.8%
6.3%
6.3%

1,160
3,790
4,950

6,891
28,809
35,700

8,051
32,599
40,650

14.4%
11.6%
12.2%

Department of Defense **
Officer
Enlisted
Total

Army
Officer
Enlisted
Total

Air Force
Officer
Enlisted
Total

Navy
Officer
Enlisted
Total

Marine Corps
Officer
Enlisted
Total

Coast Guard
Officer
Enlisted
Total

* Officers include warrant officers
** Does not include the Coast Guard, which in peacetime is part of the Department
of Homeland Security
Source: U.S. Department of Defense, Defense Manpower Data Center, unpublished
data. Compiled by the Women Research & Education Institute, January 2008
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the distance in 13 minutes and 15 seconds, while a woman gets the same
rating — and earns the same number
of points toward boot-camp graduation — for a 15-minute, 15-second time,
she said. 7
A sure path to a weaker military is
favoring women’s interest in total workplace equality over military-readiness
concerns, Donnelly said, and, “Right
now we’re favoring women’s desire for
careers over everything else.”
But Melissa Sheridan Embser-Herbert,
a professor of sociology at Hamline
University in St. Paul, Minn., and a former captain in the Army Reserve, says
“the argument over combat is ridiculous.”
Women, who comprise 14 percent of
the overall military workforce, make up
about 11 percent of those who have
served in Iraq and Afghanistan, where
combat is all around, she says. Yet the
high number of women has not
harmed the mission.
More than 120 female soldiers have
been killed in those conflicts — 66 of
them killed in combat. “Regardless of
whether we label a job as a combat
job, people are in harm’s way” because of how wars are fought today,
she says. Women should be recognized — and trained — for the combat roles they occupy today, she says.
As philosophical struggles persist over
how aggressively full gender-integration
of the military should be pursued, so
do practical difficulties with creating a
harmonious gender-integrated force.
For example, early this year the
Department of Defense (DoD) released
2008 data on sexual assaults involving military victims or military perpetrators, showing that reported assaults
increased by 8 percent overall from the
previous year — and by a whopping
26 percent in Iraq. Sexual-assault rates
generally run much higher in combat
zones than in non-combat areas or
in peacetime.
“I had one woman tell me, ‘You
just expect it. That’s why we go to
the latrine in pairs,’ ” or “create a

brother/sister relationship with a male
soldier,” says Francine D’Amico, an associate professor of international relations at Syracuse University, who’s studied female military officers. “I heard
that from at least six different women.”
However, the military is working
much harder to crack down on sexual violence and harassment and will
continue to do so, partly because it
has become a “resource issue,” says
Darlene M. Iskra, program coordinator for the University of Maryland’s
Leadership Education and Development Center and a retired Navy commander who in May 1990 became the
first woman to command a Navy ship.
With an all-volunteer force, the military must compete with the civilian
economy for good, skilled workers
and spend significant resources to
train enlistees, “so they can’t allow
them to leave” because of fear of a
hostile environment, something that
could be corrected, she says.
“The Pentagon has made some efforts to manage this epidemic — most
notably in 2005, after the media received anonymous e-mails about the
high rate of sexual assaults at the U.S.
Air Force Academy,” said Rep. Jane
Harman, D-Calif. “The press scrutiny
and congressional attention that followed led DoD to create the Sexual
Assault Prevention and Response Office (SAPRO),” which initiated training
and improved reporting of assaults. 8
As Congress, military leaders and
an interested public debate the issue
of integrating women into military
service, here are some questions being
debated:
Are efforts to fully integrate
women into the armed services
harming military readiness?
Over the past 40 years, the number of women in the U.S. armed forces
has grown from under 2 percent to
more than 14 percent today. The range
of military jobs women may hold and
the number of females who become

www.cqresearcher.com

Women Suffered 2 Percent of Iraq War Casualties
More than 650 military women were killed or wounded in the
Iraq War between May 2003 and April 2008, most of them in
the Army. The 92 female deaths represent 2 percent of the
3,866 U.S. service members killed in the war.
Female Military Personnel Killed and Wounded
May 2003-April 2008
569

600

503

500

Wounded
Killed

400
300

Total Deaths: 3,866

200
100

Total Wounded: 29,676

92

75
9

5

0
Total

Army

Navy

6

36

Marine Corps

2

25

Air Force

Source: Hannah Fischer, et al., “American War and Military Operations Casualties:
Lists and Statistics,” Congressional Research Service, May 2008

high-ranking officers also have grown
substantially. Supporters of these trends
say there’s no evidence that military
readiness has suffered, but critics say
they have resulted in lower standards
and morale problems that have been
swept under the rug.
Setting unequal standards to allow
women to succeed despite their physical differences from men damages unit
cohesion by creating a backlash against
the women, says Donnelly of the Center for Military Readiness. “Women say,
‘I get resentment because my high
scores aren’t as high as the men’s,’ ”
she says.
In order to gender-integrate training, the military has had to reduce standards for physical performance because experiments in the early 1980s
“found that women got injured trying
to keep up with the men,” said Stephanie
Gutmann, author of The Kinder Gentler

Military: Can America’s Gender Neutral
Fighting Force Still Win Wars? 9
“I’m not sure people are aware of
how little similarity there is between
men and women” when it comes to
physical characteristics such as upperbody strength. “Ninety-nine percent
of the time a man is stronger,” says
Kingsley Browne, a law professor at
Wayne State University in Detroit and
author of Co-Ed Combat: The New Evidence that Women Shouldn’t Fight
the Nation’s Wars. These strength differences matter greatly in many situations, such as when a ship suffers
damage from a missile or other weapon
and all sailors — including the cooking staff, for example — must seal
off compartments and carry injured
people to safety.
Moreover, “what happens when
you take a cohesive group of men and
introduce women into the group? The
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men begin to compete for the women,”
to the detriment of their bonds of trust
with one another, says Browne. In addition, a “ready” military depends on
having all workforce positions filled so
the force can immediately respond
when it’s needed. But with women
making up a larger portion of the forces,
pregnancy may get in the way, say
many analysts.
When she was doing pre-deployment
processing of soldiers on their way to
Iraq, Army Sgt. Erica Crawley found that
“many women became pregnant to get
out of deploying,” according to Laura
Browder, an English professor at Virginia Commonwealth University in
Richmond, who interviewed Crawley for
a forthcoming book, When Janey Comes
Marching Home: Portraits of Women
Combat Veterans. 10
Retired Army Maj. Lori Sweeney
told Browder that when she was serving in Iraq she saw women getting
pregnant. It could have been done deliberately in order to cut their deployments short, said Sweeney, or accidentally, since military doctors are
not allowed to prescribe birth control
because sex is prohibited. 11
Deliberate or not, pregnancies that
allow women to escape difficult jobs
cause a “major morale problem” for
the troops who remain on duty, says
Browne. “Other people have to pick
up the slack, and that can cause a lot
of resentment.”
Women typically join the military
for career purposes rather than a desire to go to war, says Browne. Evidence of that appeared in the early
2000s, when previously rising numbers of new female recruits began dropping off. That was “probably because
prior to that they weren’t subjected to
the possibility of being blown up,”
Browne says.
Men are much more likely to enlist because they wish to fight, Browne
says. “The eagerness of many men to
go to war” is well-known, he wrote.
In the early stages of World War I —
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before the United States went to war
— “Americans crossed the border into
Canada to join the Canadian army before the ‘fun’ was over,” he wrote. 12
However, James Martin, a retired
Army colonel and professor of social
work at Bryn Mawr College near
Philadelphia, says that, critics notwithstanding, “The question has been answered about whether women will ruin
the military. They haven’t, as demonstrated by, among other things, the senior roles women occupy, extending
even to commanding troops in combat operations.”
Twenty years ago, Martin says, there
were “questions about women being
successful on ships, and today they are”
— an achievement made more striking because the first women didn’t have
senior female mentors. Today “we have
women integrated throughout the
Navy, becoming captains.”
Martin says exactly the same arguments were made against fully integrating black soldiers into all-white units.
“Just substitute the word ‘women’ for
the word ‘black,’ ” he says.
“The conspicuous ‘femaleness’ of
women presents some challenges to
group cohesion in the military, especially insofar as sexual friction . . .
result[s] from their presence,” acknowledged Regina M. Titunik, a professor
of political science at the University of
Hawaii in Hilo. However, these factors
“do not seem to preclude the type of
bonding that is such an essential part
of military service.” A major 1997
analysis from the RAND Corporation
think tank, for example, found that,
among members of the military, “gender integration is perceived to have a
relatively small effect on readiness, cohesion and morale,” Titunik wrote. 13
Many military women point out that
once their male colleagues see them
in action, they quickly gain respect,
says Browder. One convoy gunner she
interviewed said that she could not
win the respect of older men in her
unit until she ended up in charge dur-

ing a tense situation and “was the one
who had to radio for help and decide
who to kill,” says Browder. “After that
she had no difficulty getting respect.”
Browder says she was surprised by
“how many women talk about being
soldiers and Marines first, not about
being mothers and wives.” Women
“are in the military for all the same
reasons as men,” including a desire
to blow things up, she says. “I heard
over and over again that bonds in
the [military] unit became stronger
than family bonds,” shedding doubt
on the idea that gender-integrated
units lack cohesion.
Furthermore, many women Browder spoke with “were really looking
forward to going to war,” including
one young Marine who was excited
to learn that the post she was headed to “had been blown up the night
before.” And a B-52 bomber pilot she
interviewed “wished she could have
dropped more bombs.” Like many male
soldiers, many women thought of this
as “the ultimate existential challenge,”
Browder says.
For some observers, there remains
little doubt that some women can be
as aggressive and persistent as men in
the face of violence. For example, Army
Lt. Gen. Bob Cone singled out two
women as performing with special
heroism in the Nov. 5 mass shooting
at Fort Hood, in Texas. Civilian Fort
Hood police officer Kimberly Munley
sought out and shot the gunman four
times despite being shot herself, in “an
amazing and an aggressive performance,” said Cone. Another “amazing
young lady,” 19-year-old Pfc. Amber
Bahr, a nutritionist, put a tourniquet
on a wounded fellow soldier and carried him to get medical care before
realizing that she, too, had been shot,
Cone said. 14
“Look at the facts. There have been
an increasing number of women in our
military” over the past two decades,
“and our military is not weak. Women
have not diluted our readiness,” says

posed unsuitability for that
role, says Iskra of the
University of Maryland.
But, in fact, “everybody
recognizes that women
can kill,” she says. “It’s
just not the cultural norm,”
so it’s easy to ignore.
Furthermore, there’s
now proof that “women
in the combat area tend
to defuse explosive situations just by their presence,” says Iskra. The evidence comes from the
Lioness groups of women
soldiers who accompany
male Army and Marine
Should combat
Corps units on counterinroles be fully
surgency missions, she
opened to women?
says. With the women
More than 90 perthere, gaining control of
cent of armed-services
explosive situations in
jobs are open to
hostile territory becomes
women. The largest
mainly a matter of separemaining all-male
rating women and chiljob category is
dren out and “talking
ground-combat units
rather than shooting,” she
— infantry troops
says. “Imagine if somethat directly seek out
body broke into your
and engage the
home. Of course the Iraqi
Command Sgt. Maj. Teresa L. King became the Army’s top drill sergeant
enemy in fire.
men
are shouting, panickin September when she was named commandant of the Fort Jackson,
In interviews with
ing.”
But
“with the women
S.C., school that trains all of the Army’s drill instructors. “When I look
in the mirror, I don’t see a female” she says. “I see a soldier.”
military officers and
there they know that their
Recruiting more women into the school is one of her top priorities.
analysts, “we were
wives won’t be raped,” and
told repeatedly that,
that confidence helps
“Units comprised of women and men defuse the danger, she says.
if relevant and realistic tests existed
so that only qualified women (and have bonded . . . and maintained good
Nevertheless, “the type of ground
men) were assigned to these posi- order for centuries — or did they have combat that involves directly attacking
tions, gender integration would not separate-sex wagon trains pioneering the enemy, actively rooting out enemy
be an issue,” said analysts from the the West?” wrote blogger and retired forces — not simply being in harm’s
RAND Corporation think tank in an Air Force Capt. Barbara A. Wilson. “I way,” still exists, and there’s no guaranhave known some pretty weak men tee such aggressive missions won’t be
influential 1997 analysis. 15
“Women are already engaged in who wouldn’t protect the back of their needed in the future, says Donnelly.
combat” because under today’s con- own mother in a crisis or combat sitThat being the case, “the strongest
ditions, “combat is everywhere,” says uation and some strong women who argument and the one that research
Martin of Bryn Mawr. So the old dis- would go to the wall for a total stranger backs up is that female soldiers do
tinctions between front-line positions in the trenches — and vice versa.” 16 not have an equal opportunity to surArguments against women in com- vive or help others survive” in situathat are barred to women versus more
secure rear areas — where women bat sometimes rest on “the military’s tions requiring them to “go out and
are allowed — are no longer relevant mission to make professional killers” of seek out the enemy,” Donnelly says.
its combat soldiers and women’s sup- “Nobody questions the bravery of our
and should be scrapped, he says.
AP Photo/Mary Ann Chastain

Iskra of the University of Maryland.
“Our young people today are used to
seeing women in authority, in and out of
the military,” she
says. “They are working with women and
going to school with
women,” so “this selective segregation
doesn’t make sense
to the new generation. They see differences, but they don’t
see them as negative.”
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Women Hit Hardest by Divorce
Female soldiers and Marines divorce at nearly three times the men’s
rate and experience nearly four times as much unwanted sexual
contact.*

Divorce Rates for Women and Men
10%

9.2%

8.5%

6.8%

8
6
4

2.9%

3.3%
1.8%

2
0
Army

Marine Corps

* Nearly 80 percent of both men and women say they do not
report cases of unwanted sexual contact.

Unwanted
sexual contact*

Men
Women

Sources: Erin Mulhall, “Women Warriors: Supporting She
‘Who Has Borne the Battle,’ ” Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America, October
2009; Rachel N. Lipari, et al., “2006 Gender Relations Survey of Active Duty
Members,” Defense Manpower Data Center, March 2008

women soldiers,” she continues, but
“it’s not fair to the women and not
fair to the men” to put women in jobs
serving directly with ground-combat
troops because most women can’t carry
out required duties, such as carrying
a wounded soldier from the front.
In combat areas toilet and washing facilities are rudimentary at best and, often,
nonexistent, and some studies have found
that, for women soldiers, “unmet basic
hygiene needs affect morale” and their
ability to cope in combat circumstances,
says Browne of Wayne State. In such situations, some women “retained urine and
stool and limited their water intake to reduce the number of times they would
have to go to the bathroom,” which both
increased their risk of urinary-tract infections and dehydration and decreased their
ability to work at top efficiency. 17
Though the military is not willing
to discuss the topic, sexual attraction
would be inevitable in a mixed-gen-
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der combat unit and would quickly
damage the required atmosphere of lifeor-death trust, says a former infantry
officer and West Point graduate who
did three tours of duty in Iraq, including as a ground-combat officer in
the August 2004 battle to control the
city of Najaf in southern Iraq.
Women served in one supply company for his unit, and “when you’d go
back there, you’d start looking at those
girls and thinking, ‘My goodness,’ ” says
the officer. If the women had served
alongside the men in combat, “you
would be distracted. A woman there
would just get prettier and prettier
every day,” he says. “I wouldn’t do anything inappropriate, but I would worry
because I know there’d be guys in my
platoon who would act on their feelings, whether the woman wanted them
to or not” — an extra concern for an
officer already bearing the burden of
leading troops in battle.

Is enough being done to reduce
sexual violence in the military?
Allegations of sexual assault of
women service members have been a
feature of military life as long as the
military has been gender integrated.
But many factors complicate efforts to
stamp out such problems.
For one thing, because most military
personnel are 18-to-20-somethings, many
away from home for the first time, the
armed forces must struggle with “all the
issues of any college-age population,
including binge drinking and reckless
behavior,” including assault and date
rape, “which are normative in that age
group,” says Martin of Bryn Mawr.
“Research shows that there’s a much
lower incidence [of sexual assault] in noncombat zones, and higher rates in combat areas,” says D’Amico of Syracuse.
When men and women in the same
unit “are counting on each other to
watch their backs” in potentially deadly situations, there are many opportunities for miscommunication, says
Embser-Herbert of Hamline University.
“You’re having to create a situation of
trust, but you’re also hoping that
everyone understands boundaries”
and that cues meant to signify “we
trust each other” aren’t misread as invitations to make unwanted sexual
moves, she says.
In previous military occupations, sex
industries quickly grew up around U.S.
military bases, but in the Middle East
that’s happened much less, “so you
have a lot of displaced sexual energy”
in young people “who are also frustrated because they’re being told they’re
going to go home, and then they don’t
get to go home,” says D’Amico. The
military had not been doing a good
job of managing those tensions, including sexual tensions, she says.
But over the past five years, the
military has stepped up its efforts to
combat sexual assault.
High-ranking defense leaders, including Defense Secretary Robert Gates
and Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman

Adm. Mike Mullen, now express “real
concern” about the issue, and the Army,
in particular, “is making strides,” said
Rep. Harman. 18
The Department of Defense also
has required every major defense installation to appoint a Sexual Assault
Response Coordinator to monitor care
for victims and organize prevention,
education and outreach campaigns,
said Rep. Louise Slaughter, D-N.Y. 19
Mullen “has come out with a new
strategy for preventing harassment,” focusing on men’s responsibility, says the
University of Maryland’s Iskra. “Before it
was, ‘Don’t dress provocatively,’ directed
at women, but now the focus is on the
men, where it should be. People need
to be held accountable.” A similar approach worked for stopping racial harassment, she notes. “You don’t hear racist
statements anymore.” 20
The DoD also is working to develop a database for complaints about
abusive or harassing behavior, Iskra
says. “So if you see patterns of complaints about a person,” even if the
separate reports are of a slightly different character or occur at different
posts, commanders can become aware
of a potential problem, she says.
Nevertheless, sexual violence against
military women persists, despite numerous congressional hearings on the
subject and recent DoD attempts at
reform, said Helen Benedict, a journalism professor at Columbia University and author of a 2009 book on
women soldiers serving in Iraq. 21 At
least 41 percent of female veterans
treated at the West Los Angeles Veterans Affairs Health Center said they
had experienced sexual assault in the
military, and 29 percent say they were
raped, said Harman. 22
“At the heart of this crisis is an apparent inability or unwillingness to
prosecute rapists in the ranks,” Harman said. Only 181 out of 2,212 subjects — or 8 percent — investigated
for sexual assault in 2007 were referred to courts martial, she said, and
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they generally only received “slaps on
the wrist . . . even for convicted offenders.” By contrast, in the civil justice system, 40 percent of those arrested for rape are prosecuted, she
pointed out. 23
Military language, charged Benedict,
reveals an “unabashed hatred of women,”
which creates a rape-friendly culture.
Drill instructors “routinely denigrate recruits by calling them pussy, girl, bitch,
lady and dyke,” and military men still
sing misogynist rhymes that have been
around for decades. So the message
sent from the top is “that women are
second-class soldiers,” fit mainly to
serve as “sexual prey.” 24

BACKGROUND
Forgotten Amazons?
hroughout history women have participated in wars, frequently as victims but often by supporting troops with
farm or industrial labor on the home
front. And in smaller numbers but persistently through time women have served
as spies, saboteurs and armed combatants, especially when military manpower was in short supply. When wars
end, however, women’s involvement
often is written out of the history books
as too minimal to matter. 25
“Women have not engaged in warfare at all times and in all places, but
they have fought bravely and well in
many times and in many places,”
wrote Robert B. Edgerton, a professor
of anthropology at the University of
California, Los Angeles.
Throughout time, some cultures have
claimed to have had warrior women
— ranging from the Amazons of
Greek mythology and France’s legendary Joan of Arc to the Scythian
women of southern Russia. But histo-

T

rians today disagree on whether these
women played as big a role in physical combat as their legends portray.
However, one culture in which
the role of warrior women has not
been disputed was the West African
Kingdom of Dahomey, which existed in the 18th and 19th centuries in
the area where modern-day Benin is
located. “Full-time professional
women soldiers fought so ferociously and successfully for so many
years that they eventually became
the elite force of Dahomey’s professional, highly successful standing
army,” according to Edgerton. 26
In one 1864 battle, Dahomean male
and female troops, led by the king’s
corps of elite fighting woman, attacked
the stronghold of a neighboring people — the Egba, who possessed much
better, more modern weaponry. As the
Egba opened fire with cannon and muskets, the poorly armed Dahomeans “led
by Amazons screaming, ‘Conquer or
die,’ sprinted toward the city,” wrote
Edgerton. “One woman lost her arm
in the attack but shot an Egba with
her other hand before being killed with
a sword. . . . One woman sat on the
wall for some time smoking her pipe
and contemptuously staring at the Egba
before she was shot down.” 27
Virtually every war has had some
female combatants. At least 400 women
are known to have fought in the American Civil War, for example, many dressed
as men. Some women whose gender
was discovered while they were on active duty were jailed or assigned to traditional female jobs, such as laundress
or seamstress, wrote Lisa Tendrich Frank,
author of Women in the Civil War.
Others were discharged and sent home,
but “some determined female combatants reenlisted in other units and continued to fight until they were discovered again,” according to Frank. 28
In 1901, the U.S. Army established
an official nurse corps for women, and
the Navy established a nurse corps in
1908. In World War I, about 34,000
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American women worked for the U.S.
military. Most were nurses, but others
filled noncombat jobs such as clerk,
translator, telephone operator, radio
electrician and camouflage designer.
The War Department resisted calls to
establish specific women’s corps in the
armed services, except for the nurses’
corps, and even the nurses did not
have full military status. After the war
the non-nurses were demobilized, and
while some military analysts argued
that a women’s corps would be needed if another war occurred, the War
Department and Congress resisted making any plans for that.

Women and Manpower
n World War II, European and American armed forces saw the greatest
influx of women ever. When the war
began, most governments were reluctant to enlist women even into auxiliary, home-front roles in the armed
forces. As manpower shortages appeared,
however, attitudes changed.
Initially, “many negative stereotypical images of women” existed among
top military leaders and in written policies, said Patricia M. Shields, a professor of political science at Texas State
University in San Marcos. “Prior to
World War II women were considered
more costly” for the military, regardless of the job. For example, “two
women typists were calculated to be
needed to replace one male typist”
when, “in fact, the reverse was true,”
said Shields. 29
Early in the war, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill was reluctant
to bring women into auxiliary military
roles, such as support and technical
jobs in air defense units, says Bernard
Cook, a professor of European history
at Loyola University in New Orleans.
“But when someone told [Churchill]
that doing it would save 40,000 men
who could then be deployed over-

I
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seas,” he quickly changed his mind,
says Cook.
The hard-pressed Soviet army employed the most women in the widest
range of jobs, says Cook. Between
800,000 and 1 million Soviet women
fought — about 8 percent of the total
force — filling roles from tank driver
to pilot. About 400,000 women were
drafted, and the rest volunteered.
Some were awarded medals for heroism, and many served in front-line
areas, including during the fall of
Berlin in spring 1945, the last great
battle of the war, says Cook.
Meanwhile, because Hitler held an
ultra-traditional view of women as embodying an idealized femininity, Germany held out as long as it could
against allowing women to help the
war effort, says Cook. Unlike in other
nations, Hitler even insisted that German factories continue producing consumer goods like cosmetics during the
war, rather than turning out war goods.
Eventually, however, women took airdefense posts — looking out for and
providing technical help to soldiers trying to shoot down or deflect incoming enemy airborne attacks — and finally, as Germany grew more desperate,
some received weapons training.
In the United States, the nation’s
first peacetime draft for men was implemented in 1940, with war already
raging in Europe. Even so, military
workforce shortages reached crisis
proportions shortly after the country’s
December 1941 entry into the war.
At that point, many argued that
women should be officially brought
into the armed services. “Men who
would have filled positions in combat
units were being siphoned out . . . to
fill jobs in non-combat units” that
many believed could be performed
by women, observed retired Air Force
Maj. Gen. Jeanne Holm. 30
Women also ate less than men —
and thus would cost the government
a bit less money to feed — increasing the government’s interest in re-

cruiting them, said Titunik of the University of Hawaii. 31
But some military analysts maintain deep skepticism, even today, about
whether the armed forces should
have opened their doors to women
in the 1940s.
“The duties women performed for
the War and Navy departments in Washington, D.C., where most military
women were stationed, could just as
easily have been performed by the men
who were not drafted or by civilian
men and women,” said Brian P. Mitchell,
author of Women in the Military: Flirting With Disaster. “Their other uses
hardly justified the trouble of establishing and maintaining separate
women’s components of the Army, Navy,
Coast Guard and Marines.” 32
Seeing women performing war work
around the world changed many minds,
however. “Until my experience in London I had been opposed to the use
of women in uniform,” said President
Dwight D. Eisenhower, a five-star general who served as Supreme Commander of the Allied Forces in Europe
during the war. “But in Great Britain
I had seen them perform so magnificently in various positions, including
service in active anti-aircraft batteries,
that I had been converted.”
In fact, said Eisenhower, women
proved so effective that by the end of
the war even the “most stubborn diehards”
were convinced that they could be useful to the war effort “and demanded
them in increasing numbers.” 33
A bill to establish a Woman’s Army
Auxiliary Corps was introduced in
Congress in May 1941, but it languished until manpower shortages in
1942 finally compelled its passage.
Congress also established a Navy
Women’s Reserve in 1942, and in
June 1943 lawmakers established the
Women’s Army Corps, in which the
enlistees enjoyed full military status,
unlike those who had enlisted in the
auxiliary corps.
Continued on p. 968

Chronology
1800s-1930s
Some American women serve in

1976
Service academies open to women.

her F-14 crashes on approach to a
carrier landing.

military support roles, such as
nurses, cooks, clerks, telephone
operators and translators
(World War I), but during the
Civil War, some sneaked into
combat, most dressed as men.

1978
Navy assigns women to noncombatant ships for first time.

1995
Air Force Lt. Kelly Flinn becomes
the first female B-52 bomber pilot.
She later resigns to avoid a court
martial stemming from an affair
with a married civilian.

•

1940s-1960s
Wartime personnel shortages
lead to recruitment of women
for support roles.
1942
First official female Navy and
Army units are established;
women fill labor shortages in
support jobs like control-tower
operators, parachute riggers and
navigation instructors.
1943
American Medical Association drops
objection to recruiting female
physicians.

1980
Congress rejects President Jimmy
Carter’s proposal to register
women for future drafts.
1981
Supreme Court rules in Rostker v.
Goldberg that a male-only draft
does not violate Constitution’s
“equal protection” clause.
1989
All Coast Guard and Air Force
jobs open to women, along with
59 percent of Navy jobs, 52 percent of Army jobs and 20 percent
of Marine jobs. . . . For first time,
female officers command Marine
Corps units: a recruiting station
and a reserve support unit.
•

1990s

1948
Women officially become eligible
for membership in all military
branches, with their numbers
capped at 2 percent.

Women take on
more military roles, but sexualassault scandals cast doubt on
whether gender integration
works.

1967
Two percent cap on female enlisted personnel is dropped; all but
top officer ranks open to women.

1990
Cmdr. Darlene Iskra is first woman
to command a Navy ship, the rescue
and salvage vessel USS Opportune.

•

1991
Congress lifts ban on women flying
combat missions.

1970s-1980s
Armed forces recruit more
women, but not for combat jobs.
1973
Draft ends; recruitment of women
increases.
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1994
Army women join men at boot
camps. . . . Jobs on combat ships
and aircraft are opened to women.
. . . Lt. Kara Hultgreen, the Navy’s
first female fighter pilot, dies when

1996
Female recruits at Aberdeen Proving
Grounds in Maryland charge male
drill sergeants with harassment, rape.
A company commander and three
drill sergeants are sent to prison.
•

2000s

Iraq and
Afghanistan wars see record
numbers of women in wartime
service.
2003
Manpower shortages in Iraq lead
Army to send women on counterinsurgency missions, against regulations.
2005
Bill to ban women in land combat
fails to advance in Congress.
2008
Ann E. Dunwoody, commander of the
Army Materiel Command, becomes
first female four-star general, the highest rank attained by a woman.
2009
Navy announces plans to put
women on submarines. . . . Sgt.
Maj. Teresa L. King becomes first
female chief of Army drill-sergeant
training. . . . Uptick in sexualassault reports seen as evidence
that more women are reporting
crimes. . . . Navy inspector general
reports ships face serious labor
shortages as more pregnant
women leave their deployments.
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Can Women Handle Combat?
“Most guys discover women are just like everybody else.”
ritics of opening military combat roles to women often
argue that while men tend to be enthusiastic warriors
by temperament, women generally are not, which makes
combat an unsuitable and unhealthy place for women.
Proponents of women in combat, however, say that while
women respond to some situations differently from men, they,
too, have a great capacity for aggression, loyalty to comrades
and other traits traditionally associated with warriors.
Citizens who try to stop crimes provide a concrete measure
of the difference between men and women, such as physical
aggressiveness and risk-taking, according to Kingsley Browne,
a law professor at Wayne State University in Detroit. For example, “a study of individuals intervening to thwart violent
crimes, such as muggings, armed robberies and bank holdups,
found that only one of 32 individuals in the sample was a
woman,” Browne wrote. 1
The importance of mothers to children’s survival means that
women have likely “evolved to rate the costs of physical danger
higher than men do,” which explains women’s lower levels of
aggression and risk-taking, Browne said. 2
Moreover, Browne says some female officers’ zeal for career advancement has led to myth-making about women’s zest
for war. “When Demi Moore’s character in [the 1997 movie]
‘G.I. Jane’ claimed that wanting to ‘blow shit up’ was her motivation for joining the [Navy] SEALs, we already knew enough
about her character to realize that she was not telling the truth,”
Browne wrote. “She wanted a combat assignment to further
her career, which . . . is the principal motivation of women
seeking to serve in combat units.” 3
In recent years, largely due to workforce shortages, the Army
has circumvented official military policy to put women into
ground-combat situations in Iraq and Afghanistan. Predictably,
the experience has proved difficult for many women, who generally don’t desire such roles, says Elaine Donnelly, president
of the Center for Military Readiness, the Michigan think tank
she founded that advocates for military personnel policies such
as barring women from ground combat.
Donnelly cites the case of Spec. Stephanie Filus, who attempted suicide when she realized she faced deployment in
a unit required to be all-male — due to its combat-related

C
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More than 1,000 female pilots also
served, primarily ferrying planes from
manufacturing facilities to military
bases. However, despite several legislative attempts to extend military status to the pilots, the Women Airforce
Service Pilots organization — WASP
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mission — even though her recruiter had assured her that she
would not see close combat. “I certainly do not approve of
her choice of action, but it is regrettable that she felt that she
had no recourse,” says Donnelly. “Our young women should
not be kept in the dark about the obligations they will face
if they enlist, mistakenly believing that they will not be assigned or placed in a direct ground-combat unit that used to
be all-male.”
Awareness that women are serving in combat roles today
hasn’t hit home with the public or even with military institutions, such as the Veterans Affairs health-care system. Unlike
with men, women’s combat-related post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is often overlooked and underestimated by their
families and others, including health workers, because, unlike
men, “they’re not supposed to punch a wall, they’re not supposed to get aggressive with their spouse,” said Carri-Ann Gibson, director of the Trauma Recovery Program at the James A.
Haley Veterans’ Hospital in Tampa, Fla. 4
Other analysts argue that, while many women do respond
differently to their wartime experiences than men, their responses in no way make them liabilities.
Women have the same level of devotion to their military
mission as men, not less, says Erin Solaro, author of the 2006
book Women in the Line of Fire. “Some women volunteered
for Lioness* missions, others didn’t, but I never met a woman
who felt free to decline one, because that meant someone else
would have to go in her place, and if no women went, the mission was more dangerous than it otherwise would have been.” 5
Capt. Anastasia Breslow, a member of one of the original
Lioness teams, recalled, “I still can’t believe that I was in a firefight. Me, a female signal officer, someone expected to support
from a desk was out there. . . . They needed a Lioness team
so badly . . . that even as a support officer I was pulled in. I
hope I don’t have to do them very often, but I will never try
to get out of it.” 6
* Lioness teams are ad hoc groups of Army and Marine women
who support male ground combat troops by dealing with the
women and children in Iraqi and Afghan homes where soldiers are
pursuing potential insurgents.

— was never militarized. Its members
were considered civil servants and denied military benefits.
All told, more than 350,000 American women served in military roles
in World War II.
At war’s end, most who’d seen
military service — men and women

— returned to civilian life. In most
countries, the late 1940s saw a nearly
complete exodus of women from the
armed forces, says Cook. In the Soviet Union, for example, where
women had made up a full 8 percent of the wartime service, “the
women were decommissioned and
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wrote Linda Grant De Pauw, a
“I don’t think my experihistorian and founder of the
ences [in combat] were any
Maryland-based Minerva Cendifferent than my male counter, an education foundation on
terparts,” said another Lioness
women and warfare. “Even a
member, Maj. Kate Guttormsmall woman catching a man
sen. “I think some of my
unaware or able to add poicoping mechanisms were difson when she prepared his food
ferent. For example, I’m sure
could end his life.” But most
I cried more . . . behind
cultures, including our own,
closed doors.” 7
A female Italian paratrooper is one of 2,800 Italian soldiers
have “profound, complex and
In fact, some women do
serving in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO)
emotionally charged” reasons
enter the military with a depeacekeeping mission in Afghanistan. Italy is one of
— involving human psychology
sire to “blow things up,” just
12 NATO countries — out of the 28 — that allow
and societies’ mythical images
like men, says Laura Browfemales to serve in combat. Most began
of themselves — for drawing
der, a professor of English at
allowing it in the late 1980s and early ’90s.
a veil over this reality, she arVirginia Commonwealth Unigued. For one thing, “when
versity in Richmond, who has
combat serves as a puberty ritual for boys, girls cannot parinterviewed many women who’ve served in Iraq.
“I grew up in New Jersey in the ghetto. I was always get- ticipate without destroying its meaning. If girls could qualify as
ting in trouble, getting into fights,” Marine Sgt. Jocelyn Proano both mothers and warriors, there would be no unique identitold Browder. “I did Army boot camp. And I loved it so ty for boys.” 11
much. . . . It was just awesome, marching and all that . . .
— Marcia Clemmitt
And then I started hearing about the Marines. . . . They’re
the most hard core. . . . I chased the recruiter down. . . . I
just wanted to go out, get some adventure, travel, go out to 1 Kingsley Browne, Co-Ed Combat: The New Evidence that Women Shouldn’t
Fight the Nation’s Wars (2007), p. 35.
war, do the whole nine [yards].” 8
2
Her first night in Al-Asad, Iraq, she was awakened by a 3 Ibid., p. 52.
Ibid., p. 119.
mortar strike on a fuel storage area, said Proano. “It explod- 4
Quoted in Damien Cave, “Women at Arms: A Combat Role, and Anguish,
ed. Smoke everywhere,” she recalls. “And I wasn’t even scared Too,” The New York Times, Oct. 31, 2009, p. A1.
— I was pretty excited. I was like ‘holy crap — we’re at war. 5 Erin Solaro, Women in the Line of Fire: What You Should Know About
Women in the Military (2006), p. 77.
This is going to be good.’ ” 9
6 “Interview with Capt. Anastasia Breslow, Team Lioness,” Public Broad“Most guys I know discover, once they have worked with
casting System, www.pbs.org.
women, that women are just like everybody else,” said Brig. 7 “Interview with Maj. Kate Guttormsen, Team Lioness,” Public BroadcastGen. Rhonda Cornum, who was taken prisoner during the first ing System, www.pbs.org.
Gulf War, in 1991, and is now director of Comprehensive Sol- 8 Quoted in Laura Browder, When Janey Comes Marching Home: Portraits
dier Fitness for the Army. “There are some [women] that are just of Women Combat Veterans (forthcoming), p. 23.
9
awesome, some that are absolutely worthless, and most of them 10 Ibid., p. 30.
“War Story: Rhonda Cornum,” “PBS Frontline: The Gulf War,” Public Broadare just in between. And I think the percentage of males who casting System, www.pbs.org., January 1996.
10
11 Linda Grant De Pauw, Battle Cries and Lullabies: Women in War from
are that way is the same.”
“In reality, women have always been capable of killing,” Prehistory to the Present (2000), p. 12.

got veterans’ benefits. But very few
stayed on,” Cook says. By 1959, out
of a Soviet army of more than 4 million, only 659 were women, he says.
In the United States, however, a
1948 law established a legitimate place
for women in the military, but also
strictly limited their participation. The
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Women’s Armed Services Integration
Act, signed into law by President
Harry S Truman on June 12, 1948,
gave permanent status to women in
the regular and reserve branches of
all the services. It capped women’s
participation at 2 percent in each service branch and set a 10-percent limit

on female officers, who could advance in rank no further than lieutenant colonel or Navy commander.
Women could enlist at age 18 but
needed parental permission until age
21, while men could enlist at 17
and only needed parental permission until age 18. 34
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Services for Military Women Lagging Behind
Many don’t seek health care, even when eligible.
ith thousands of women now serving in the military,
including in combat roles, and the number of female veterans poised to double over the next decade,
military policy makers are struggling to develop appropriate responses to issues ranging from child care to post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD). 1
For example, while around 22 percent of male veterans use
Veterans Affairs (VA) health-care facilities in a given year, “utilization rates” for female veterans range from 11 to 19 percent.
Research shows that many women veterans don’t even think
of themselves as bona fide veterans whose service makes them
eligible for benefits like health care, even when they’ve served
in combat zones, so many don’t apply for benefits, said Joy J.
Ilem, deputy national legislative director of Disabled American
Veterans. To make matters worse, said Ilem, nearly 19 percent
of women veterans who reported they had no access to health
care actually have service-connected disabilities that would fully
qualify them for VA health services. 2
Because many women who do use VA health facilities suffer from PTSD connected to sexual assaults in the military, the
VA is promising to make its facilities more woman-friendly. But
progress is slow. For example, the Government Accountability
Office found earlier this year that women’s exam-room tables
in some VA facilities still faced doors rather than walls, raising
privacy concerns, and that women sometimes had to walk
through waiting rooms to get to restrooms. 3
Another concern is the growing number of homeless women
vets.
“I had a young woman Air Force veteran come in initially
asking for help finding a job, but at the end of our conversa-

W

The law barred women from combat aircraft and from all Navy ships
except hospital ships and transports.
From the outset, different services had
different levels of gender integration,
with Air Force women generally governed by the same organization structure as men but the Army maintaining a separate Women’s Army Corps
for training, promotions and other management functions. 35
Over time, the military jobs that had
been open to women during the war
were trimmed back, and the services
went out of their way to emphasize a
traditionally feminine image for women
in uniform, said Maj. Gen. Holm. In
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tion it became evident she was homeless,” Tia Christopher, women
veterans coordinator for Swords to Plowshares, told a Senate
Committee in July. “It broke my heart that this sister veteran”
who “honorably served her country . . . was now selling her
body just to get by.” The story makes clear that “services are insufficient for women veterans,” but when a veterans’ assistance
organization connected the woman with another woman veteran,
“she felt comfortable asking for help,” and relieved not to have
to confront the VA’s notorious bureaucracy, Christopher said. 4
As of September, the VA estimated there were 13,100 homeless female veterans, many with serious mental-health problems and about 40 percent of whom say they were sexually
assaulted by a fellow service member. Moreover, many homeless women vets are parents of young children, complicating
the situation. Among women vets who participate in one of
the VA’s homelessness programs, 23 percent have children under
age 18, according to Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America. And since the VA is legally barred from providing “direct
care to children or spouses of veterans, this becomes a huge
unmet need,” says the group. 5
“Motherhood complicates everything” for service members, says
Laura Browder, a professor of English at Virginia Commonwealth
University in Richmond, who has conducted extensive interviews
with active-duty female soldiers. For example, “while many, many
soldiers have talked to me about PTSD, no mothers have,” says
Browder. She surmises that mothers’ silence may stem from the
fact that “being a bad mother is the ultimate taboo” in our society,
which may intensify pressures on military women.
“I feel that the Army should have something like a sabbatical for dual military couples, when it comes . . . to deployments,”

the Air Force, for example, “beginning
in 1958 . . . enlisted women were
phased out of fields where their representation had been small,” such as
intelligence, control-tower operation and
some equipment-maintenance jobs, and
were moved into desk jobs. 36
Furthermore, “all basic training programs were heavily sprinkled with
courses to enhance feminine appearance,” said Holm. Female Marines, for
example, “were told their lipstick and
nail polish had to match the braid on
their uniform hats, which was Marine
Corps scarlet,” while Air Force women
were told to use lipstick and nail polish
in a “natural shade.” 37

Volunteers All
n 1973, women accounted for 1.6 percent of military personnel. And, after
years of growing public distaste for the
Vietnam War, the United States ended
the draft, opting to move forward with
an all-volunteer military. Then, as public opposition to the war limited the
number of men who enlisted, recruitment of women was stepped up to
help fill the gap. 38
But, points out Titunik, of the University of Hawaii, the increased use of
women in the military between 1973

I

Army Spec. Rebecca Nava told a PBS television interviewer. Currently, military couples, as well as single parents, must present
detailed plans for how their children will be cared for if they’re
deployed overseas, but in families where both parents are military, that difficulty could be overcome if spouses’ deployments
were timed so that “one parent goes . . . and then when that
one gets back the other one goes,” Nava said. “If one parent is
with the child at all times, they don’t have to worry” so much
about the family’s well-being. 6
“Twenty years ago, when I was a young lieutenant, I felt I
was committed to a career and could not have a family,” says
Darlene M. Iskra, program coordinator for the University of
Maryland’s Leadership Education and Development Center and
a retired Navy commander who was the first woman to command a U.S. Navy ship. “Now women think they can have it
all, and many are managing it, although the attrition rate is
higher for women.”
And the armed forces are looking at some family-friendly
policies, says Iskra. For example, “The Navy has started a pilot
program of sabbaticals offering up to three years off for men
and women” to care for children or elderly parents, go to grad
school or other purposes. People on sabbatical would remain
on Navy rolls so they could have health insurance, and they
would retain their rank when they returned. Currently, the program is open to 40 people, she says. Such programs — utterly
unheard of in the past — are becoming important today, says
Iskra. “Both women and men are becoming more family oriented. That’s a sea change.”
Unintended pregnancies also are a problem for military
women, in part because of strict federal policies on abortion

and the early 1990s “was connected
primarily with military necessity, not
direct feminist pressure.” 39
Economics also played a role in increasing the number of female recruits,
says Linda Grant De Pauw, a historian and founder of the Maryland-based
Minerva Center, an education foundation on women and warfare. “The economy declined so much that one man
could no longer support a family,”
leaving more women seeking careers,
including new ones provided by the
volunteer military.
Women joined the armed forces
rapidly during the 1970s. In 1975,
President Gerald Ford signed legisla-
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and emergency contraception. The so-called Hyde Amendment,
attached to government spending bills each year, has barred
federal funding for abortions since 1976. The Department of
Defense currently allows women to pay for their own abortions at military facilities overseas — but only if their pregnancies endanger their lives or resulted from rape or incest. In
addition, under current rules military facilities are not required
to stock emergency contraception. 7
As a result, women stationed overseas “face two unpalatable choices: Fly elsewhere for a safe, legal abortion, or seek
a risky abortion off-base in the country where they are stationed,” wrote Caitlin Borgmann, a professor of law at the
City University of New York, in an August letter to The New
York Times. 8
— Marcia Clemmitt
1 Genevieve Chase, testimony before Senate Committee on Veterans Affairs,
July 14, 2009, http://veterans.senate.gov.
2 Testimony before Senate Committee on Veterans Affairs, July 14, 2009,
http://veterans.senate.gov.
3 Erin Mulhall, “Women Warriors: Supporting She Who Has Borne the Battle,”
Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America, October 2009, http://media.iava.
org/IAVA_WomensReport_2009.pdf.
4 Testimony before Senate Committee on Veterans Affairs, July 14, 2009,
http://veterans.senate.gov.
5 Mulhall, op. cit.
6 “Interview with Spec. Rebecca Nava, Team Lioness,” Public Broadcasting
System, www.pbs.org.
7 “Military Women Should Have Full Access to Reproductive Health Care,”
National Women’s Law Center, Women’s Research & Education Institute, and
Alliance for National Defense, December 2008.
8 Caitlin Borgmann, letter to the editor, The New York Times, Aug. 17, 2009.

tion officially admitting women to the
Army’s military academy (West Point)
and the Naval and Air Force academies at Annapolis and Colorado
Springs. The first women matriculated
in the fall of 1976, and the first co-ed
classes graduated in 1980.
With an aggressive push by President Jimmy Carter, the percentage of
women recruited swelled from under
2 percent to 8.9 percent by September 1981, for a total of 184,651 women
across all service branches. The Carter
administration announced a recruitment
goal of 254,300 women — 12.5 percent
of the force — by 1985. 40
In early 1981, however, “military

leaders asked the incoming Reagan
administration to hold down the number of women enlistees until their
impact on force readiness could be
determined. In August 1982, the administration announced it would
lower goals for female recruitment,
make 23 additional job categories
male-only, and establish new strength
tests for other jobs that would close
or nearly close them to women. 41
Recruitment of women slowed somewhat but continued, and by 1985,
women made up 10 percent of the
military and, by 1990, 11 percent. In
the 2000s, the percentage has hovered
at about 14 percent. 42
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In the past two decades, more military jobs have opened to women,
with more than 90 percent of jobs
now open to women, including as
ship commanders and bomber pilots.
In 1993, after the successful performance of women in the first Persian Gulf War, Congress repealed
its previous ban on women serving on combat aircraft and on permanent duty on combat ships, noted
scholars from the University of Maryland’s Center for Research on Military
Organization. (However, military policies continued to exclude women from
serving in ground-combat positions,
Special Operations forces, submarines
and some other positions.) 43
By now, more than 120 women
have been killed in the Iraq and
Afghanistan wars, but the expected
public recoil from the death of women
soldiers has not materialized, says
Browder of Virginia Commonwealth
University. “The American public is able
to handle mothers getting killed.”
During the last eight years of war,
women have proven their value to the
military mission. “They’re attaining
Silver Stars for valor,” says Iskra of the
University of Maryland.
But other analysts argue that
women’s desire for equal opportunity
has swamped considerations about
military missions.
“The overwhelming focus of integrationists has been the argument for
equal rights rather than national security,” wrote Wayne State’s Browne.
Putting women into ground combat
roles risks potential loss of public support for a war if civilians at home
react badly to seeing women — whom
they may view as being like their
mothers, daughters and sisters —
taken captive in combat zones. It also
risks requiring men in gender-integrated combat units to pick up some
of the slack for women when it comes
to heavy lifting, since the overwhelming majority of women have less upperbody strength than men, he says. 44
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For those reasons, “the exclusion of
women from combat aviation should
also be reinstated,” said Browne.
“Combat aviation crews may end up
fighting for survival on the ground,”
and physical strength can also become
“a critical factor in maintaining control” of aircraft hit by enemy fire. Pilots flying over enemy territory risk
being shot down, “and it is in the national interest not to have women taken
prisoner, even if individual women are
willing to take the risk.” 45
Nevertheless, military workforce
needs have opened more positions to
women, including real — though ostensibly unofficial — roles in units serving with ground-combat forces. Beginning around 2003, U.S. military
commanders began adding women to
units engaged in direct ground combat, skirting the rule that women cannot be “assigned” to such units by
having records state that they are only
“attached” to the units.
For example, in 2004 and 2005, retired Lt. Col. Michael A. Baumann commanded 30 enlisted women and six female officers in a unit patrolling Baghdad’s
Rashid district, a hotbed of violence at
the time and officially off-limits to female soldiers. But “we had to take everybody,” said Baumann. “Nobody could
be spared to do something like support.” Moreover, he added, “I saw them
with my own eyes. I had full trust and
confidence in their abilities.” 46
“When they need boots on the
ground, they’ll put women where they
need them,” says D’Amico of Syracuse
University.
But that is exactly the problem, says
Donnelly of the Center for Military
Readiness. The Army has assigned
women to new roles in combat areas
surreptitiously and without consulting
Congress or the public about what
amounts to a major — and, in her
view, ill-advised — change in policy,
she says.
Back in 1994, then-Secretary of Defense Les Aspin announced the “col-

location rule” — declaring that women
could be barred not only from groundcombat units but also from other units,
such as supply units, that are “required
to physically collocate and remain
with direct ground combat units.” 47
Aspin’s statement is valid and should
stand, says Donnelly. “If the Army
wants to change that, they’re supposed
to notify Congress 30 days earlier —
come in and talk about it,” so Congress can weigh in with legislation if
they object, she says. “Instead, the
Army has tried to redefine this, without going to Congress.”
In 2005, congressional Republicans,
led by Rep. Duncan Hunter, Calif.,
Chairman of the House Armed Services
Committee, sponsored a bill to codify
women’s exclusion from ground combat. The provision was approved by
committees in both the House and
Senate, but lawmakers ultimately abandoned it. President Bush’s Defense
Secretary, Donald Rumsfeld, also expressed opposition to the legislation. 48
“President George W. Bush immediately after [September 11, 2001] should
have issued a call for young men, especially, to volunteer for the combat Army,”
says Donnelly. “He never did that, so instead we’ve got single mothers out there”
because of heavy recruiting of young
women to make up the workforce slack,
she says. “I think the president missed
the big picture here.”

CURRENT
SITUATION
Woman Submariners?
n 2009, arguments over what military jobs should be open to
women have heated up, following
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ombat positions should be open to those who are qualified, regardless of sex. Note that the question is not
whether women should be permitted to serve in combat. That’s because people are finally realizing that women already are in combat. Their job may not be “coded for combat,”
but improvised explosive devices (IEDs) don’t know that.
Snipers don’t know that. The question is whether, acknowledging that women play vital roles in today’s military and do serve
in combat, the country will make more occupational categories
and assignments available to women.
Those opposed to such a move claim, among other things,
that women complain of being lied to by recruiters when they
end up in combat-support units, and that men instinctively try
to protect women. But while those entering the military do receive training in a particular occupation, in the Army everyone
is a soldier first. There’s a reason that even truck drivers complete Basic Combat Training, the “nine-week journey from civilian to soldier.” No matter the career field or assignment coding,
everyone knows — including women — that they may end up
taking, and returning, fire. As for chivalry, the Army, as one example, would not have had to establish a Sexual Harassment/
Assault Response & Prevention (SHARP) program if male military personnel were “predisposed to protect” female colleagues.
The military needs qualified personnel. If a woman demonstrates that she meets the requirements to perform a job, she
should be allowed to do it. The requirements should include
physical ability, and if this means that few women make the
cut, so be it. Physical-fitness tests should be tied to the demands of one’s military occupation, not one’s sex. An infantry
soldier should have higher physical-fitness standards than a
cook. If the military is serious about wanting the strongest
military possible — truly ready to defend the nation — it
needs to start thinking about people, not reproductive organs
and archaic ideas regarding the ability of women and men to
work together.
Since 2001, more than 200,000 women have served in Iraq
and Afghanistan. More than 100 have died, thousands have
sustained serious physical injuries and an untold number suffer
from post-traumatic stress disorder. To continue to deny women
the right to serve honorably — and in combat — is insulting
and disingenuous. Moreover, refusing the service of women
who are willing and capable of serving in an expanded
combat role is detrimental to the military mission.

i

n March 2003 an aggressive ground assault by infantry,
armor, Special Operations Forces and Marines liberated
Baghdad. In November 2004 the same forces cleaned out
Fallujah, an enemy stronghold. Both battles involved brutal streetto-street, door-to-door fighting — the very definition of “direct
ground combat.” Despite assurances that today’s wars “have no
front lines,” missions of close combat troops remain unchanged.
All deployed personnel serve “in harm’s way,” but that is not the
same as direct ground combat: closing with and destroying the
enemy with deliberate offensive action under fire.
For many reasons, under current regulations battalion-level
units in or near direct ground-combat battalions must be allmale. Infantrymen routinely must carry weapons, ammunition,
electronic equipment and protective/survival gear weighing more
than 100 pounds. All are prepared to lift and evacuate an injured fellow soldier in order to save his life. Female soldiers and
Marines face hazardous duty inspecting female civilians in war
zones, but in direct ground combat women do not have an
“equal opportunity” to survive or to help fellow soldiers survive.
Current law requires the Defense Department to notify Congress well in advance of proposed changes in regulations affecting
women. Instead, Army officials have redefined regulations unilaterally, without authorization. The result has been “anything goes”
policies, combined with misguided recruiting priorities that attract
single mothers and create problems for families left behind.
Navy officials now are pushing for women on submarines,
despite irresolvable health risks identified by experts in undersea
medicine. Elevated trace elements in the constantly recycled atmosphere, such as carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide, are
safe for adults but not for a developing embryo in the earliest
weeks before a sailor knows she is pregnant. Life-threatening
ectopic pregnancies, which are not statistically rare, would require
immediate, extremely hazardous mid-ocean evacuations that compromise undersea missions. Submarine habitability standards are
difficult enough, and 100 percent manning requirements are incompatible with enlisted pregnancy rates that jumped from 12 to
19 percent in only two years.
Pride in our courageous military women and their impressive
accomplishments should not deter questions about flawed
policies that encourage social problems affecting discipline,
deployability, morale and readiness. Congress should provide
responsible oversight, holding Pentagon officials accountable.
Equal opportunity is important, but if there is a conflict, the
needs of the military must come first.

yes no

no
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C h i e f s Chair man
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tralia, Canada, Norway
hope to begin inteand Sweden, it may be
grating women into
assumed that necessary
submarine crews. 49
privacy
can
be
Mullen, formerly
achieved.” 54
chief of naval operBut other analysts
ations, wrote to the
argue that life on a subSenate Armed Sermarine is different
vices Committee that,
enough from shipboard
“as an advocate for
conditions to make inimproving the divercluding women on subs
sity of our force . . .
dangerous both to the
one policy I would
sub’s mission and to
like to see changed
U.S. Navy Lt. Kara S. Hultgreen — the nation’s first woman combat pilot
some
of the women.
is the one barring
— was killed off the coast of San Diego when her F-14 crashed on
“The
biggest
mistake the
their service aboard
approach to the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln in 1994.
Navy could make would
submarines.” 50
be to gender-integrate
In interviews with
the Navy Times newspaper, the heads subs, the so-called Ohio-class subs, which the submarine force,” says Donnelly
of the Navy Submarine Force and Fleet launch ballistic and guided missiles, not of the Center for Military Readiness.
If a woman became pregnant, both
Forces Command — the organization to the smaller, “fast-attack” subs, like
52
she and her fetus would face serious
in charge of the Atlantic fleet — de- the Seawolf class.
The women would require 15 to medical risks by staying aboard a subscribed near-term plans for integrating
women into the submarine fleet. Top 16 months of training, putting the ear- marine, according to retired Rear Adm.
Navy and Pentagon leaders still must liest possible date for the integration Hugh P. Scott. “One of the more seri53
ous problems . . . in the sealed envisign off on the plan, and Congress in 2011 or 2012, Donnelly said.
For proponents of fully integrating ronment of a submarine is the offmust be given 30 days’ notice of the
Navy’s intentions before money can be women into the military, the news is gassing of several thousand organic trace
contaminants” that escape from conspent implementing the change. The welcome.
Sub duty is a traditional path to struction and maintenance operations,
process of seeking those approvals is
just beginning, Vice Adm. Jay Donnelly career advancement, says Hillman of as well as “exposures to increased levof the Submarine Force recently told the University of California. Top offi- els of carbon monoxide and carbon
cers are generally chosen from among dioxide” arising from cigarette smoking,
the Navy Times. 51
Female junior officers — ensigns infantry and submarine officer pools overheated insulation and other sources
and lieutenants — will be the first — not from the military police or in a closed atmosphere, Scott said. 55
Although the pollution poses no
women onboard because their smaller other job categories where most
more danger to non-pregnant women
numbers mean that modifications to ac- women serve today.
Many of the arguments against than to men, it would be very dancommodate them will be cheaper, Vice
Adm. Donnelly said. Sub officers share women serving on submarines are gerous to a fetus during the first
three-person or two-person staterooms, similar to those expressed against in- trimester of pregnancy, Scott wrote. It
some of which would be reserved for tegrating women onto surface ships, could interfere with fetal oxygen supthe women. Female officers would share said the University of Maryland’s Iskra, ply during critical stages of developa bathroom — each of which has just who in 1990 became the first woman ment and could cause ectopic prega single shower, sink and toilet — with to command a Navy vessel. “Issues nancies — pregnancies that occur
male officers, using a sign to indicate such as fraternization and sexual ha- outside the uterus and are not surwhether men or women are using the rassment” can be “dealt with as dis- vivable by an embryo, he argued. 56
“If a woman discovers she’s pregnant,
facility. Initially, the Navy would add ciplinary issues,” and “shipboard
women only to the crews of 18 large pregnancy is related to negative com- the captain has only two choices,” says
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Donnelly. One would be to “surface
and evacuate her,” a very complicated and potentially dangerous process
in some conditions, such as if the sub
is under the polar ice cap. Alternatively, she says, the captain could
“keep the woman there and risk birth
defects. Women are not being told
about these risks.”

Sexual Assault
hether one favors or opposes
it, no one argues that harmonious gender integration of the armed
forces comes without problems.
Early this year the Defense Department released 2008 data on sexual assaults involving military personnel, showing that reported assaults increased by
8 percent overall from the previous year
and by 26 percent in Iraq, a combat
zone. But while that may strike some
as bad news, the Pentagon said the rise
is just what it wanted to see. 57
Increased reports mean “the department’s policy of encouraging victims to come forward is making a difference,” said Kaye Whitley, director
of SAPRO, the Pentagon’s Sexual Assault and Prevention Office. “We’re
getting the victims in to get care.” In
both civilian and military life, sexual
assault is the least-reported crime, and
what’s not reported can’t be remedied,
she pointed out. 58
Of the 2,908 reports, 643 were made
as “restricted” reports — an option the
Pentagon began offering in 2005 in
order to allow victims to report an assault to get care without reporting the
incident to law enforcement or military
commanders. Of the 2,265 “unrestricted” reports, 1,594 victims were armedforces members, while the other 671
were civilians. 59
Some members of Congress called
the data alarming. “While the report
shows modest improvement, we’re far
from ‘Mission Accomplished,’ ” said
Rep. Harman. “Military women are more

W
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likely to be raped by a fellow soldier
than killed by enemy fire in Iraq. 60
In February, Rep. Slaughter introduced the Military Domestic and Sexual Violence Response Act, which
would establish an Office of Victims’
Advocate in the DoD to help those
reporting assaults get care, establish a
sexual-assault care team at each military medical facility, require commanders who receive reports of violence
to investigate and report them and establish a Director of Special Investigations to refer cases for prosecution.
No action has occurred on the bill,
however. 61
Meanwhile, advocates of limiting
gender integration argue that maintaining some gender-segregated units
is the best way to cut down on all
kinds of sexual misconduct, including
sexual assault. “Sexual misconduct is
a problem in a gender-mixed force
even though we’ve tried everything,”
says Donnelly. The best approach is
probably to “separate genders as much
as possible,” she says. “The Marines
have separate-gender training, and the
Army should return to it.”
But others say the future does not
lie in gender segregation. Policy makers
are moving forward to integrate women
into roles such as the submarine service
despite problems and significant dissent
from both inside and outside the military, says Bryn Mawr’s Martin. “Policies
drive public understanding and perception,” not the other way around, he says.
“If you waited to get everybody on board,
it would never happen.”
Moreover, with the Army bringing
women into ground-combat positions
in Iraq and Afghanistan — even in
advance of official policy changes —
“we might be up for more action on
the policy level” once the current wars
have ended, says Rosemarie Skaine,
author of the 1998 book Women at
War. That would open positions that
have been opened de facto already.
“The reality is that the women are
already there,” she says.

OUTLOOK
Gender Roles
or those who believe women
should participate fully in the
armed services, recent events like the
Navy’s push to open submarine duty
to women suggest that it’s mainly a
matter of time before all military roles
are gender-neutral.
But skeptics say focusing on the
armed services as a necessary step
in achieving equal workplace opportunity is likely to backfire, potentially opening the door to abuse
of some valuable female soldiers by
forcing them into combat roles they
have no wish to enter and for which
they are unsuited.
Time alone may work much of the
change, says D’Amico of Syracuse. “The
new generations — generations X, Y
and the ones that follow — look really
differently at every sort of institution.
My students tend to ask, ‘Why should
women not be in the military? What’s
the problem?’ ” and that sentiment includes many politically conservative
students, she says.
“We aren’t going to go back,” and
“the barriers will fall,” including the barrier to serving in ground combat, says
Virginia Commonwealth’s Browder.
Furthermore, social expectations
outside the military play a major role
in holding women back from military advancement, and, while gender
expectations are shifting throughout
society, such change occurs slowly,
says Bryn Mawr’s Martin. “For example, we still define women as having significant responsibility for caring for elderly parents,” a cultural
norm that keeps military women —
like women in some other professions, notably academic science —
from “reaching certain benchmarks
required for promotion.”

F
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But “the campaign to force young
women into or near the violence of
close combat” flies in the face of
some traditional — and important —
American values, requiring “psychological acceptance of the idea that
men can and should place women
in physical or mortal danger,” said
Donnelly of the Center for Military
Readiness. 62
There’s a deep disconnect between
efforts to protect military women believed to be victims of sexual violence or harassment and the simultaneous movement to push them
into super-dangerous combat roles,
said Donnelly. “Many officials in
Congress, the Pentagon and the service academies are eager to establish ubiquitous ‘victim advocate’ offices, staffed by professionals who
vow to protect military women from
the slightest form of harassment, real
or imagined.” Meanwhile, “the same
officials simultaneously promote the
deliberate exposure of military women
to extreme abuse and violence in
close, lethal combat, where females
do not have an equal opportunity
to survive.” 63
Furthermore, “indications are . . .
that many female recruits are not being
informed, prior to enlistment, that regulations no longer exempt women
from assignments known to involve a
‘substantial risk of capture,’ ” Donnelly
said. “Nor are the female recruits being
told that their ‘job description’ might
involve involuntary placement in
ground-combat-collocated units, despite

regulations requiring those units to be
coded for men only.” 64
Rather than trying to establish a
completely equal career playing field
for women within the armed services,
a fairer regime for the many women
who currently enter the military as a
career move might be to expand government benefits like health insurance
and education currently available only
to armed-forces members to a much
wider range of public-service jobs,
says Marie De Young, a former Army
chaplain and operations officer and
co-author of Women in Combat: Civic
Duty or Military Liability?
“We predicted in the early 1990s
that we’ll be short 10 million teachers,” and other public-service roles also
need filling, such as emergency firstresponders, she says. “So why are we
valorizing only the military? The people who are really going in for the
benefits — why not let them do civil
service and community service in
other ways?”
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