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ABSTRACT 

Women have made numerous positive strides towards equality in almost all aspects of 

American society over the past 100 years. During this time, the United States military has been 

in the forefront of many of the evolutionary changes with respect to sex and gender that have 

occurred in the broader American culture. The discussions and decisions regarding the specific 

roles that men and women have assumed in the American military during this time have been 

informed and influenced by thousands of years of evolving moral and ethical norms, as well as 

cultural, societal and political traditions and developments. However, in 2013, there came a revo-

lutionary shift in the role of American women in the military, specifically, opening ground com-

bat arms positions to women. This change had little to do with combat effectiveness or efficien-

cy, nor with fulfilling the core mission of the military, winning the nation’s wars, considerations 

that had marked previous changes. The decision was made in order to eliminate perceived dis-

crimination in assignments and barriers to promotions and careers, by opening all military occu-

pation specialties to women.   

 This thesis will introduce an interdisciplinary perspective of the philosophical, historical, 

cultural and human factors that formed the foundation for the policy decisions that previously 

restricted American women from serving in direct ground combat roles. The thesis will examine 

the conflict between ‘Natural Law’ and ‘Human Law’ and the impact that the interaction of 

ethics, morality, economics, political power, and cultural changes had on earlier policy decisions 

to restrict women from ground combat roles, as well as the decision to remove those restrictions. 

It is the position of this thesis that the decision to allow women to serve in combat arms positions 
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is fundamentally different from the other issues involving the roles of women in the US military. 

It will argue that ultimately, opposition to this shift is grounded not in questions of sexual and 

gender equality or practicality but is a moral, ethical and cultural issue. This thesis will reveal 

that this decision exemplifies how the human quest for ‘a better idea’ may also result in ‘a worse 

idea’.  
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INTRODUCTION: 

 

 

WOMEN IN GROUND COMBAT ARMS AS OPPOSED TO WOMEN IN 

GROUND COMBAT 

 

 

There is a distinction between men and women who are exposed to combat situations as 

ancillary to their normal duties and those for whom ground combat is their normal (or 

primary) duty. Combat Arms are those units and soldiers in the U.S. military who, in the 

performance of their duties, “close with and destroy enemy forces or provide firepower 

and destructive capabilities on the battlefield.”1 

             — Field Manual FM-3-90, Tactics 

 

 Women have made numerous positive strides towards equality in almost all aspects of 

American society over the past 100 years since women were granted the right to vote in 1920. 

There have been theoretical and practical issues to overcome in many areas, and some inequities 

remain to be surmounted. During this time, the United States military has been in the forefront of 

many of the evolutionary changes with respect to gender that have occurred in the broader Amer-

ican culture. The decisions regarding the specific roles that men and women have assumed in the 

American military during this time have been informed and influenced by hundreds of years of 

evolving moral and ethical norms,2 as well as cultural, societal and political traditions and devel-

opments. 

The motivation for this thesis is to introduce policy makers and informed observers to a 

 
 1. Department of the Army, Field Manual FM-3-90, Tactics (Washington, DC: Headquarters, Department 

of the Army, July 4, 2001), G-7.  

 

 2. The two terms, morality and ethics, represent distinctly “different elements of normative analysis: 

morality referring to values and beliefs about what is right and wrong, good and bad, just and unjust, and ethics 

referring to the examination, justification and critical analysis of morality.” Mark R. Amstutz, International Ethics, 

Concepts, Theories, and Cases in Global Politics (New York, NY: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2013), 

10. 
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new, interdisciplinary perspective of the philosophical, cultural and human factors that formed 

the foundation for the policy decisions that previously restricted American women from serving 

in direct ground combat roles. It also will examine the factors that led to the rescission of those 

long-standing restrictions. Previous scholarship has concentrated on singular aspects of the op-

position to the policy change, whether they were concerns about combat effectiveness, biological 

differences between sexes, costs associated with the change, and other individual issues. This 

thesis will, for the first time in an interdisciplinary form, fill the void in the ethical and moral ar-

guments related to opposition to that decision. To this end, it will argue that the 2013 decision to  

open ground combat arms positions to women significantly marginalized the relevancy of the 

concepts of ‘human dignity’ and ‘freedom’ for the men and women in the armed forces of the 

United States in the 21st Century. This will, in turn, have negative consequences on the efficien-

cy and effectiveness of the United States military in ground combat actions in the future. 

 The nature of the roles of men and women have been defined, rationalized and supported 

over the centuries primarily by male philosophers, theologians, intellectuals, and other men of 

letters, from Plato and Aristotle, St. Augustine, and St. Thomas Aquinas, to Stanislaw of Skar-

bimierz and Francisco de Vitoria. Other notable figures who have contributed significantly to the 

discussion have been Alberico Gentili, Hugo Grotius and Immanuel Kant, and most recently, 

Michael Walzer. Until the advent of the Reformation in Europe, and the period known as the 

Enlightenment which followed it, the assumptions about the roles of men and women in culture, 

society and warfare in the West had remained relatively unchanged. The word of God, as put 

forth in the Hebrew Bible, the Koran, and the New Testament of the three major Abrahamic re-

ligions, had a significant impact on the determination of those roles and remained virtually un-
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challenged in Western circles.3 Both the Old Testament and the New Testament are replete with 

references of men serving as soldiers in combat. The Executive Committee of the Southern Bap-

tist Convention noted that, “The pattern established by God throughout the Bible is that men, not 

women, bear responsibility to serve in combat if war is necessary.... Biblical examples of women 

serving in combat are presented as contrary to natural, gender-based distinctions, and result from 

a shameful failure of male leadership.”4   

 Christianity, however, emerged from the late Reformation battered and bruised from de-

cades of secular and ecclesiastical conflict.5 The end of the Reformation in 1648 ushered in the 

beginnings of the Enlightenment, which lasted until approximately the end of the 18th Century. 

The Enlightenment was marked by the separation of secular and religious matters, the ascend-

ancy of reason, the greater understanding and importance of Nature, and was accompanied by an 

increasing optimism about progress towards solving the age-old ‘mystery’,  the fundamental fin-

itude of being human. Philosophers, scientists and other men and increasingly, women of letters, 

such as Catherine Macaulay, Mary Wollstonecraft and Olympe de Gouges, repeatedly chal-

lenged cultural assumptions, including those of Christianity, that had been the bedrock of West-

ern civilization for millennia. Their challenges provided as many new questions as they did an-

swers in the period, given the “ideal of the enlightenment ... the duty of not entertaining any be-

 
 3. “The term ‘the Western World’ is now universally used to refer to what used to be called Western 

Christendom.... Historically, Western civilization is European civilization.... The West, then, includes Europe, North 

America, plus other European settler countries such as Australia and New Zealand.” Samuel P. Huntington, The 

Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of the World Order (New York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 1996), 46-47. 

  

 4. The Executive Committee of the Southern Baptist Convention, “Resolution On Women In Combat”, 

1998 Resolutions, accessed April 25, 2020, http://www.sbc.net/resolutions/1089/resolution-on-women-in-combat. 

 

 5. The start and end dates for the Reformation, or Protestant Reformation as it is also known, are generally 

considered to be 1517 and 1648, respectively. The Treaty or Peace of Westphalia ended the Thirty Years' War, and 

with it the Reformation. It also brought an end to the Papacy’s hold over European political power. 

 

http://www.sbc.net/resolutions/1089/resolution-on-women-in-combat
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lief that is not warranted by rational evidence, which means by the assent of autonomous reason 

rather than an acquiescence to biblical or ecclesiastical authority.”6 

 In contrast to the Enlightenment, stands the Postmodern period, a time extending to the 

present in which men and women profoundly reconceived the very nature and limitations of hu-

man nature and human values. The roles of both men and women in the Postmodern world have 

been increasingly scrutinized. Freedom for many women in the Postmodern world equates to 

equality with men in all areas. It follows, therefore, that without equality, there can be no free-

dom and, lacking freedom, women can have no genuine dignity as human beings.  

 Today, most people in the Western World believe that human life and actions have mean-

ing and that human beings, throughout their lives, must seek out their own meaning and live by 

its implications. This belief is a result of  thousands of years of cultural evolution marked by con-

flicts, continuity and change. This cultural evolution began at the end of the second collapse of 

the East African forests, when mankind’s early hominid ancestors descended from their dimin-

ishing arboreal habitat and adapted to a new life on the emerging grasslands and savannahs, thus 

ensuring the survival of the species. This adaptation was made possible by one factor, human in-

telligence. The greatest single achievement of human intelligence has been the survival of the 

human species. Human survival became possible as early humans created a new cognitive model 

of collaboration “towards a joint goal ... with each partner playing her own independent role.... 

This dual-level structure of simultaneous sharedness and individuality - a joint goal but with in-

dividual roles - is a uniquely human form of second-personal joint engagement.”7 Success was 

 
 6. James C. Livingston, Modern Christian Thought: The Enlightenment and the Nineteenth 

Century, 2nd ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1998), 1:7. 

 

 7. Michael Tomasello, A Natural History of Human Thinking (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

2014), 43. 
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ensured when our species created another environment, ‘Culture’, which has been defined as the 

“interaction of fundamental structures (economics, population, family, education, money, relig-

ion) necessary for society to function.”8 Culture runs parallel to our physical environment and 

has provided us with the organization and technological means to survive within that natural en-

vironment. Over time, within that culture, people have developed differing views about human 

values, their relationship to other people and to the physical world, and their relationship to God, 

all while trying to define for themselves the meaning of ‘truth’, ‘freedom’ and ‘human dignity’.  

 Within Western culture, war was regarded as an “almost exclusively a male enterprise 

fought by men, with and against other men, for male-defined purposes and ends. Culturally, trad-

itional ideas about gender roles identified men with war and soldiering, and women with peace 

and mothering. Women remained largely absent from ethical and policy debates regarding when 

to go to war, how to fight a war, and whether resorting to war is morally justifiable.”9 Recently, 

however,  feminists10 have challenged these traditional, male-conceived gender roles in times of 

war and peace, and their assessments of the morality of war.11  

 Within this context, the US military was seen by many Americans, men and women, as  

the last major bastion of inequality of the sexes. According to advocates of this view, this in-

 
 8. John “Jay” Reuscher, The Evolution of Culture (lecture, Georgetown University, Washington, DC, 

August 31, 2016). 

  
 9. Lucinda J. Peach, “An Alternative to Pacifism? Feminism and Just-War Theory”, Hypatia 9, no. 2 

(Spring 1992): 152, accessed April 29, 2020,  

https://eportfolios.macaulay.cuny.edu/menonfall16/files/2016/08/Lucinda-Peach-An-Alternative-to-Pacifism.pdf. 

 

 10. A ‘Feminist’ is defined as a person with a “belief in and advocacy of the political, economic, and social 

equality of the sexes expressed especially through organized activity on behalf of women's rights and interests”. 

Merriam-Webster Dictionary, “Feminist”, accessed February 18, 2021, https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/feminism. 

 

 11. Sara Ruddick, “Pacifying the Forces: Drafting Women in the Interests of Peace”, Signs 8, no. 3 (Spring 

1983): 471-472, accessed January 23, 2020, https://sararuddick.files.wordpress.com/2011/09/pacifying-the-forces-

drafting-women-in-the-interests-of-peace.pdf. 

 

https://eportfolios.macaulay.cuny.edu/menonfall16/files/2016/08/Lucinda-Peach-An-Alternative-to-Pacifism.pdf
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/feminism
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/feminism
https://sararuddick.files.wordpress.com/2011/09/pacifying-the-forces-drafting-women-in-the-interests-of-peace.pdf
https://sararuddick.files.wordpress.com/2011/09/pacifying-the-forces-drafting-women-in-the-interests-of-peace.pdf
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equality was epitomized by the various legal and policy restrictions that have been placed on 

women serving in the military, primarily in the ground combat forces of the Army and Marine 

Corps. Paramount among these restrictions was the policy that prevented women from serving in 

ground combat roles in the US military. In 1994, the Department of Defense announced an over-

arching policy, the Direct Ground Combat Definition and Assignment Rule (DGCDAR), which 

“restricted assignments of women to occupational specialties or positions in or collocated with 

direct ground combat units below the brigade level, in long-range reconnaissance and special op-

erations forces, and in positions involving physically demanding tasks.”12 This rule was viewed 

by many advocates of women’s rights to be a major impediment to women attaining true equality 

within the US military. In this view, with these limitations in place, women would never achieve 

equality of opportunity with men in the armed forces and thus the policy needed to be rescinded. 

Advocates for changing the policy argued that the Department of Defense (DOD) could only re-

tain the trust and confidence of the American people if it adopted policies that utilized the most 

qualified people, regardless of sex or gender.13   

  Foremost among the arguments put forth by those advocates in favor of opening all 

ground combat roles to women, is the 21st Century reality of the non-linear battlefield, which is  

common to most current conflicts, most notably the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan. The ac-

tions taking place there have often diminished the distinctions between the forward and rear op-

 
 12. Agnes Gereben Schaefer,  et al., Implications of Integrating Women into the Marine Corps Infantry 

(Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation, 2015), 16, accessed April 17, 2020, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt19gfk6m.9?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents. 

 

 13. Women in Combat: Issues for Congress, Congressional Research Service Report 7-5700 (Washington, 

DC: Congressional Research Service, December 13, 2016), 19, accessed April 7, 2020, 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R42075.pdf.‘Sex’ is typically used to refer to biological differences between males and 

females, while ‘gender’ is typically used to refer to characteristics deemed by society to be either masculine or 

feminine. Gender-norming is actually referring to setting standards based on physiological differences between men 

and women. 

 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7249/j.ctt19gfk6m.9?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R42075.pdf
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erating areas found in previous conflicts.14 Logistics support units, to which many women have 

been assigned, were often involved in active engagements with enemy forces. The vast majority 

of these engagements stemmed from the use of Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs),15 resulting 

in military women being killed and wounded in substantial numbers compared to earlier wars.16 

The definition of ‘direct ground combat’ as used in the 1994 exclusion policy became somewhat 

irrelevant as these logistics support units, when attacked, regularly engaged in ‘direct close com-

bat’ while accomplishing their missions.  

 The late 20th Century movement for equal rights for women led to demands for equal op-

portunity in all occupational fields, including national defense. Advocates for change cited data 

that had shown that there was a lower percentage of women in general and in flag officer ranks 

than there were men. This fact supported their claim that discrimination against women serving 

in combat arms positions was denying women equal opportunities to compete for promotion to 

 
 14. “In linear operations, each commander directs and sustains combat power toward enemy forces in 

concert with adjacent units.  Linearity refers primarily to the conduct of operations with identified forward lines of 

own troops.  In linear operations, emphasis is placed on maintaining the position of friendly forces in relation to 

other friendly forces...In nonlinear operations, forces orient on objectives without geographic reference to adjacent 

forces.  Nonlinear operations typically focus on creating specific effects on multiple decisive points.” Chairman of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Publication 3-0, Joint Operations (Washington, DC: The Joint Staff, 22 October 

2018), xix, accessed April 18, 2020,  

https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine/pubs/jp3_0ch1.pdf?ver=2018-11-27-160457-910. 

 

 15. “An improvised explosive device (IED) attack is the use of a “homemade” bomb and/or destructive 

device to destroy, incapacitate, harass, or distract. IEDs are used by criminals, vandals, terrorists, suicide bombers, 

and insurgents. Because they are improvised, IEDs can come in many forms, ranging from a small pipe bomb to a 

sophisticated device capable of causing massive damage and loss of life.  IEDs can be carried or delivered in a 

vehicle; carried, placed, or thrown by a person; delivered in a package; or concealed on the roadside. The term IED 

came into common usage during the Iraq War that began in 2003.” Department of Homeland Security, “Improvised 

Explosive Devices”, News and Terrorism, Communicating in a Time of Crisis (Washington, DC: The National 

Academies and the Department of Homeland Security, May, 2020), accessed May 3, 2020, 

https://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/prep_ied_fact_sheet.pdf. 

 

 16. Defense Manpower Data Center, Defense Casualty Analysis System (Washington, DC: Department of 

Defense, May 19, 2020), accessed May 22, 2020, https://dcas.dmdc.osd.mil/dcas/pages/casualties.xhtml. From 

October 2001 to May 2020, there have been 92 women killed in hostile actions in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria, 49 of 

whom were killed by IED attacks, compared to 8 killed by direct small arms fire. Others died as a result of aircraft 

being shot down and crashing, suicide and car bombers and indirect fires (rockets, mortars and artillery). 

https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine/pubs/jp3_0ch1.pdf?ver=2018-11-27-160457-910
https://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/prep_ied_fact_sheet.pdf
https://dcas.dmdc.osd.mil/dcas/pages/casualties.xhtml
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the most senior positions within the military.17 Since command of combat units at all levels was 

seen as a significant determining factor for selection for promotion, it has been argued that this 

discriminating factor could and should be eliminated by lifting the restrictions on women serving 

in ground combat arms positions. 

 Another argument put forward by advocates of the change was that the military had an 

increasing need for qualified applicants in all positions and occupational fields. As early as 1982, 

President Reagan’s Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger wrote, “Women in the military are 

a very important part of our total force capability. Qualified women are essential to obtaining the 

numbers of quality people required to maintain the readiness of our forces.”18 Advocates for end-

ing the restrictions on women serving in ground combat arms alluded to this growing need for 

qualified military personnel as justification for allowing more women into the ranks, including 

positions in ground combat arms, especially following the end of conscription or as it is better 

known, the draft. 

 In 2013, there came a revolutionary shift in the role of American women in the military, 

specifically, opening ground combat arms positions to women.19 This work will argue that the 

decision to rescind the DGCDAR was decidedly different from previous decisions related to 

women serving in the armed forces. It was not based on determinations of increased combat ef-

fectiveness or efficiency, nor with fulfilling the core mission of the military, namely, winning the 

nation’s wars. The decision was primarily made in order to reduce perceived discrimination in 

 
 17. Jennifer L. Barry, “A Few Good (Wo)men: Gender Inclusion in the United States Military”, Journal of 

International Affairs (November 19, 2013), accessed May 23, 2020, https://jia.sipa.columbia.edu/online-

articles/few-good-women-gender-inclusion-united-states-military#_ftn5. 

 

 18. Bernard Rostker, I Want You! The Evolution of the All-Volunteer Force (Santa Monica, CA: RAND 

Corporation, 2006), 567. 

 

 19. On January 24, 2013, the Secretary of Defense and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff announced the 

rescission of the 1994 Direct Ground Combat Definition and Assignment Rule (DGCDAR). 

https://jia.sipa.columbia.edu/online-articles/few-good-women-gender-inclusion-united-states-military#_ftn5
https://jia.sipa.columbia.edu/online-articles/few-good-women-gender-inclusion-united-states-military#_ftn5
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assignments and barriers to promotions, by essentially opening all military occupation special-

ties to women. The Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, writing for the 

Department of Defense, informed Congress that this decision was made to ensure, “all Service  

men and women are given the opportunity to succeed and are set up for success with viable ca-

reer paths.”20 Finding a solution to this challenge was unquestionably a major factor in reassess-

ing the role of women in ground combat arms. 

 As with many policy endeavors, the change in the DGCDAR was built upon professions 

of good intent and grounded in moral principles. While an insistence on ‘equality’, ‘fairness’ and 

‘social justice’ ordinarily generates positive outcomes, this is a case that violates that rule. In this 

instance, the application of those moral principles failed to take into account profound Natural 

Law considerations and the negative outcomes that would result from that failure. In short, de-

spite the best of intentions, the new policy has failed to maximize the good; in fact, on the con-

trary, it has, it will be argued, undermined the purpose and efficiency of the military. 

   The move to allow women to serve in ground combat arms positions is fundamentally 

unlike the other advances involving the roles of women in the US military and, ultimately is a 

misguided and poorly conceived decision. Specifically, the position of this thesis with respect to 

the Department of Defense’s policy is grounded in viable moral and ethical concerns, epitomized 

by the conflict between Natural Law and Human Law, rather than being driven by considerations 

of practicality or gender equality. Gender equality itself, is a social norm or construct in Western 

culture. Other cultures may consider various aspects of these Western norms as immoral. Treat-

ment of men and women is not and cannot be equal across all cultures, and thus gender equality 

 
 20. Office of the Under Secretary of Defense Personnel and Readiness, Report to Congress on Women in 

the Services Review (Washington, DC: Office of the Secretary of Defense, July 2013), 8. 



 

10 

 

is not universal, impartial or self-enforcing and is not therefore, moral. The United Nations has 

recognized this salient fact in its Operational Guidance for UNICEF, “Gender equality means 

that women and men, and girls and boys, enjoy the same rights, resources, opportunities and pro-

tections. It does not require that girls and boys, or women and men, be the same, or that they be 

treated exactly alike. In fact, gender equality cannot be achieved, for the most part, by providing 

everyone the same services, opportunities and protections, delivered in the same ways.”21 Mak-

ing policy to try to attain something that is unobtainable is not moral at a very basic level. 

 The moral and ethical principles underlying the position of this thesis include several that 

have their roots in hundreds, if not thousands, of years of biological, cultural and intellectual de-

velopment and understanding. Building upon the writings and teachings of the ancient Greeks, 

with their views on the differences between men and women, Western philosophers and theolo-

gians began further to define the roles of men and women. I intend to begin by describing moral-

ity first in relation to Natural Law, which Saint Thomas Aquinas defined as “common to all na-

tions ... to the natural law belongs those things to which a man is inclined naturally.”22 Next, I 

will build upon St. Augustine’s earlier work, in which he explains that men and women had dis-

tinct roles in that “the human male and female are united ... for the purpose of domestic life, in 

which each has his or her particular duty”.23 These arguments served as a basis for the insistence 

in the Western tradition that there was a natural separation of the roles of men and women, espe-

 
 21. Roger LeMoyne, “Promoting Gender Equality: An Equity-Focused Approach to Programming”, 

UNICEF Operational Guidance, accessed February 18, 2021,  

https://www.unicef.org/gender/files/Overarching_2Pager_Web.pdf. 

 

 22. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Prima Secundae, 71-114 (Lander, WY: The Aquinas Institute for 

the Study of Sacred Doctrine, 2012), 232-233. 

 

 23. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Prima Pars, 50-119 (Lander, WY: The Aquinas Institute for the 

Study of Sacred Doctrine, 2012),  417. 

 

https://www.unicef.org/gender/files/Overarching_2Pager_Web.pdf
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cially when it came to their roles in warfare. Citing this tradition, the New Zealand author, James 

Michael Illston, suggests that Medieval and later Renaissance scholars “concluded that women’s 

emotional, spiritual, and mental frailty, not to mention their obvious physical weakness, pre-

cluded women from performing any active military role or from comprehending issues of mili-

tary significance. Church-driven attempts to prevent women from the violence of war were like-

wise reflective of the idea that women should not be involved with military affairs.”24  

 The anthropometric and physiological differences between men and women, as accentu-

ated in Natural Law, must be considered in conjunction with the emotional, mental and spiritual 

differences between males and females when determining their roles in the armed forces. 

 The 21st Century Oxford philosopher, Jeff McMahan, connected Natural Law to the de-

velopment of what became known as the ‘Just War Theory.’ As he explains,  

 The laws of nature ... are moral principles that are grounded in the nature of things and 

 are thus independent of convention or agreement.... Our understanding of the morality of 

 war has for many centuries been shaped by a tradition of thought known as the theory of 

 the just war.... Its concern was with a rather pure conception of right and wrong that made 

 few concessions to pragmatic considerations and was unwilling to compromise matters of 

 principle for the sake of considerations of conse-quences.25  

 

 Among these principles are the identification and separation of combatants and noncom-

batants. In Just War Theory, women are understood to be noncombatant. A key argument offered 

by Michael Walzer in his study of just and unjust wars is that “The moral reality of war is divid-

ed into two parts. War is always judged twice, first with reference to the reasons states have for 

 
 24. James Michael Illston, An Entirely Masculine Activity’? Women and War in the High and Late Middle 

Ages Reconsidered (master’s diss., Christchurch, NZ: University of Canterbury, School of Humanities, 2009), 108, 

accessed May 17, 2020,  

https://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10092/2915/thesis_fulltext.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y. 

 

 25. Jeff McMahan, “The Morality of War and the Law of War”, Just and Unjust Warriors: The Moral and 

Legal Status of Soldiers, ed. David Rodin and Henry Shue (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2008), 19-34, 

accessed May 29, 2020, http://jeffersonmcmahan.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/MWLW-proof1.pdf .  

  

https://ir.canterbury.ac.nz/bitstream/handle/10092/2915/thesis_fulltext.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
http://jeffersonmcmahan.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/MWLW-proof1.pdf
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fighting and, secondly, with reference to the means they adopt.”26 The means that they adopt re-

late to the conduct of those identified as combatants. These two elements were first identified by 

medieval writers as jus ad bellum, the justice of war, and jus in bello, justice in war, respectively. 

Without recounting the various just war criteria that were devised by various theorists, Walzer 

instead examines the historical actions of military men and politicians through the lens of what 

have become the accepted just war criteria. In Walzer’s view,  jus ad bellum relies on only one 

criterion for entry into war, “The defense of rights is a reason for fighting. I want now to stress 

again, and finally, that it is the only reason.”27 Those rights belong to both combatants and non-

combatants alike. The decision to open ground combat arms positions to women, in effect, mak-

ing them combatants, reflects not only a disregard for the centuries of philosophical and biblical 

scholarship that led to the widespread acceptance of the Just War Theory‘s jus ad bellum criteria 

but could have unintended consequences as it “is dangerous to tamper with rules that already 

command a high degree of allegiance. The stakes are too high to allow for much experimentation 

with alternatives.”28 

 Mark R. Amstutz, in his book on international ethics, determined that moral values have 

distinguishing characteristics and parameters. As he explains, “they command universal alle-

giance, they demand impartiality, and are largely self-enforcing.”29 This description reflects the 

salient aspects of Natural Law completely. In respect to the decision to open all positions in 

 
 26. Michael Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral Argument with Historical Illustrations, 5th ed. (New 

York, NY: Basic Books, 2015), 21. 

 

 27. Ibid., 72. 

 

 28. Jeff McMahan, “The Ethics of Killing in War”, Philosophia: Philosophical Quarterly of Israel, no. 34 

(Tel Aviv, IS: Tel Aviv University, August 4, 2006), 23–41, accessed May 30, 2020,  

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11406-006-9007-y. 

 

 29. Mark R. Amstutz, International Ethics: Concepts, Theories and Cases in Global Politics,10. 

 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11406-006-9007-y
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ground combat arms to women, this work will argue that these characteristics were virtually ig-

nored by policy and decision makers.  

  If equality is the essence of the issue, as the American historical theologian Albert 

Mohler noted, “then as moral philosophers have long understood, equality should extend to an 

equality of responsibility not merely to an equality of opportunity. In other words, equality really 

isn’t achieved by saying men and women should both be able to enter to combat if that’s what 

they aspire to do. Real equality would only be achieved if persons are equally assigned regard-

less of their aspirations.”30 Unless all military women are subject to assignment to combat arms, 

regardless of their desire to do so or not, then achieving true equality of opportunity is just a chi-

mera. 

 In the 21st Century, American women have shown a decided propensity to follow Natural 

Law and long-standing cultural norms by choosing to avoid volunteering for ground combat 

arms positions in any significant number.  For example, the Marine Corps, as of December 2019, 

had a total end strength of some 186,200 men and women. Of that number, only 83 female offi-

cers attempted to obtain previously restricted MOSs and 52 succeeded. For enlisted Marines, the 

results are proportionally similar with 387 enlisted women shipped to previously closed MOS 

producing schools with 179 graduating.31 A total of 613 female Marines and sailors are serving 

in previously all-male units, but Philip Athey points out that “most of these women do not have 

 
 30. Albert Mohler, “Women Serving in Direct Combat Is a Moral Issue”, Juicy Ecumenism (Washington, 

DC: The Institute on Religion & Democracy, January 29, 2013), accessed May 22, 2020,   

https://juicyecumenism.com/2013/01/29/dr-albert-mohler-women-serving-in-direct-combat-as-a-moral-issue/. 

 

 31. DACOWITS,  Quarterly Business Meeting: Marine Corps Integration Implementation Plan (MCIIP) 

(Washington, DC: Headquarters Marine Corps Manpower and Reserve Affairs, December 2019), accessed April 30, 

2020, 

https://dacowits.defense.gov/Portals/48/Documents/General%20Documents/RFI%20Docs/Dec2019/USMC%20RFI

%207.pdf?ver=2019-12-03-100731-863. 

 

 

https://juicyecumenism.com/2013/01/29/dr-albert-mohler-women-serving-in-direct-combat-as-a-moral-issue/
https://dacowits.defense.gov/Portals/48/Documents/General%20Documents/RFI%20Docs/Dec2019/USMC%20RFI%207.pdf?ver=2019-12-03-100731-863
https://dacowits.defense.gov/Portals/48/Documents/General%20Documents/RFI%20Docs/Dec2019/USMC%20RFI%207.pdf?ver=2019-12-03-100731-863
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combat military occupancy specialties.... Most of the Marines come from support jobs necessary 

for the function of the unit, like motor-transport jobs and communication jobs.”32  

 The numbers for the Army are just as telling. As of  31 October 2019, the Regular Army 

had 1,055 women that were accessed into the Infantry, Armor, and Fire Support Specialties. Of 

these, 653 women completed the training pipeline and were serving in the Regular Army. This is 

out of a total Army end strength of 479,233 people.33 These figures indicate, as will be examined 

later in this work, that our young women have put their faith in military leadership and have an 

expectation that they would not ask them to do something that has predictable, negative conse-

quences.  

 At the most basic level, our ground combat forces need to believe that their leaders are 

providing them the best equipment, best training, and the best people, and are shaping the battle-

field to their advantage. The decision to reverse the exclusion policy does none of these things 

and in doing so, leaders are mistakenly acting unethically and immorally.  

 The decision to include women in ground combat arms assignments in the United States 

military, while well intentioned, has not, and will not, serve the best interests of the women and 

men in combat. Results cascading downwards from this decision include diminished morale, ef-

ficiency, and overall effectiveness of the nation’s ground combat forces. A 2015 US Marine 

Corps report evaluated  

 several combat effectiveness criteria, such as speed, marksmanship, and casualty 

 evacuation and found ‘all-male squads’ generally performed better than ‘gender inte-

 
 32. Philip Athey, “60% more female Marines, sailors serving in previously all-male units than in 2018”, 

Marine Corps Times (Vienna, VA: Marine Corps Times, December 6, 2019), accessed February 18, 2020, 

https://www.marinecorpstimes.com/news/your-marine-corps/2019/12/06/60-more-female-marines-sailors-serving-

in-previously-all-male-units-corps-says/. 

 

 33. DACOWITS, Gender Integration Implementation Plan Update, RFI 7 (Washington, DC: Headquarters, 

United States Army, December 4, 2019), accessed February 19, 2020,  

https://dacowits.defense.gov/Portals/48/Documents/General%20Documents/RFI%20Docs/Dec2019/USA%20RFI%

207.pdf?ver=2019-11-25-135921-740. 

https://www.marinecorpstimes.com/news/your-marine-corps/2019/12/06/60-more-female-marines-sailors-serving-in-previously-all-male-units-corps-says/
https://www.marinecorpstimes.com/news/your-marine-corps/2019/12/06/60-more-female-marines-sailors-serving-in-previously-all-male-units-corps-says/
https://dacowits.defense.gov/Portals/48/Documents/General%20Documents/RFI%20Docs/Dec2019/USA%20RFI%207.pdf?ver=2019-11-25-135921-740
https://dacowits.defense.gov/Portals/48/Documents/General%20Documents/RFI%20Docs/Dec2019/USA%20RFI%207.pdf?ver=2019-11-25-135921-740
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 grated squads’.... Others argue integration would compromise discipline and morale ... 

 because of the possible psychological effect on men witnessing the injury of their fellow 

 female soldiers. Critics also cite the ‘eros’ argument – that introducing women into 

 combat units would bring sexual tension that may erode unit cohesion.”34  

 

 The decision to integrate women into ground combat arms units was an important choice 

that has generated numerous unintentional and detrimental moral and ethical consequences, not 

just for men and women serving in the military, but also for American society as a whole.                                                                           

 This thesis will examine the impact that the interaction of morality, ethics, economics, 

political power, and cultural changes, reflected in Natural Law and Human Law, had on both 

earlier policy decisions to restrict women from ground combat roles, as well as the recent deci-

sion to remove the combat arms restrictions. I will argue that this decision exemplifies how 

Kant’s cultural quest for “a better idea”35 may actually result in ‘a worse idea’. In particular, it is 

the view of this work that the ethical and moral consequences of this decision will have a nega-

tive impact on the effectiveness of the American military in the future and, with it, a plethora of 

unintended consequences for the Nation. 

          The moral soundness and the ethical critique of this policy’s ‘better idea’ as it relates to the 

American way of conducting warfare in the early to mid-21st Century is the underlying theme of 

the thesis. The thesis will begin with a history of the moral and ethical debates concerning wom-

en in combat followed by an examination of the historical and cultural factors that gave rise to 

the policy change to open ground combat arms specialties to all, regardless of gender.  

 In order to provide additional context to this decision, the thesis will also consider the 

 
 34. Ido Levy, “Women in Combat: Bad for Military Effectiveness?”, Georgetown Public Policy Review 

(Washington, DC: Georgetown University, McCourt School of Public Policy, February 25, 2020), accessed 

February 27, 2020, http://gppreview.com/2020/02/25/women-combat-bad-military-effectiveness/. 

 

 35. Roger J. Sullivan, Immanuel Kant's Moral Theory (Cambridge, UK: University of Cambridge, 1989), 

191-192. 

http://gppreview.com/2020/02/25/women-combat-bad-military-effectiveness/
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experiences of other nations that have decided to employ women in combat arms positions. The 

analysis of these foreign experiences will be followed with a review of the legislative and policy 

changes in effect during World War II, the Cold War, the Vietnam Era, the period of the Peace 

Dividend, the All-Volunteer Force Era, the DGCDAR and ultimately, its rescission. Finally, the 

thesis will analyze the current effects of the decision to open ground combat arms positions to 

women and offer policymakers with recommendations for future courses of action. 

 The goal of the thesis is not to explain ‘how’ these changes will be implemented, al-

though some of that will have to be examined but, instead, to examine and analyze the reasons 

for and the effects of these changes on the national and the military culture of the United States. 

Ultimately, the thesis will argue that the reasoning behind the decision was flawed and that the 

effects of the shift are detrimental to the future of the country. 

  The contrasting epistemological assumptions that characterize the decision are rooted in 

the evolution of Western culture and the ever-changing philosophical analyses of the nature of 

knowledge as it relates to science, religion, morality, and politics. The central question that this 

thesis will explore is not whether the military should meet the social expectations of equal op-

portunity, but whether placing women in combat roles is beneficial to both them and to the men 

with whom they serve, and to the larger concerns about the purpose and efficiency of the military 

and thus by extension, society as a whole. Understanding the interconnected complexity inherent 

in this single decision will enhance present-day policymakers’ appreciation of the ramifications 

of their predecessors’ actions, while simultaneously revealing to them the wisdom of repealing a 

decision that this thesis contends, was a mistaken moral and ethical decision while also being to-

tally unnecessary. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

 

 

CONVERGENT PATHS: ANCIENT AND CLASSICAL INFLUENCES 

 

 

 Throughout the past 5,000 years of cultural development in the West, it has only been in 

the last 150-odd years that women have been involved in any official military capacity. Much of 

the current literature on military women tends to focus on just these past 150 years, neglecting 

the 4,850 years that preceded them. Women, with few exceptions, such as Boadicea, who was 

the co-ruler of the Celtic Iceni tribe of East Anglia, now in Great Britain, and Joan of Arc, have 

not been active combatants through the centuries primarily because of biology, philosophy, the-

ology, science, and other societal pressures. Males and females are different, physically, intel-

lectually and emotionally, all of which were recognized factors that helped to determine the divi-

sions of labor and roles that society deemed were acceptable for men and women. Over the mil-

lennia, societies changed, civilizations advanced, governments rose and fell, but the roles of men 

and women did not change significantly. Many scholars, philosophers, and theologians dedicated 

their entire lives to thinking, writing, and teaching about these differences and how men and 

women were best suited for the roles that they found themselves accomplishing. There was a 

continuum of thought that has permeated all aspects of Western society with respect to those 

roles, from the earliest moments of recorded time until the 20th Century. The result of their ef-

forts was the confirmation that there were and are differences between men and women. The 

reasons for women's exclusion from direct combat roles was not related to negotiable social 

norms but to unchanging truths about the nature of men and women that have been acknow-

ledged for centuries. These unchanging truths are best recounted through the lens of four con-

vergent factors or ‘influencers’. There are other factors at work in this development, but these 



 

18 

 

have been relatively minor compared to these principal, convergent forces or influencers. This 

chapter will examine three of those convergent forces, which are: the development of Homo 

Sapiens, the human species; Hebrew religious teachings, credos, beliefs and principles; and 

Greco-Roman traditions, philosophies, and norms. A following chapter will examine how the 

fourth element, Christianity and the theory of ‘Just Wars’, influenced the development of Amer-

ican armed forces. Western European-American civilization1 that was shaped by the shared, e-

volving integration of the preceding convergent forces, in turn influenced to a significant degree, 

the establishment and subsequent development of the American military. Each of these forces is 

singularly important, but when taken together, constitute an irresistible dynamism. Throughout 

the development of these forces, the roles and functions of males and females have remained re-

markably constant, that is, until just the past few decades. 

  During the past 40 years, the United States military has been in the forefront of many of 

the evolutionary changes with respect to gender roles that have occurred in the broader American 

culture. The discussions and decisions regarding the specific roles that men and women have as-

sumed in the American military during this time have been informed and influenced by the con-

vergence of thousands of years of evolving moral and ethical norms, as well as biological, cultur-

al, societal and political traditions and developments. In recent years, however, the three conver-

gent forces have been challenged in favor of a revolutionary shift in the role of American women 

in the military, specifically, opening ground combat arms positions to women. 

 

 
 1. Civilization is defined by Professor Samuel P. Huntington as, “the highest cultural grouping of people 

and the broadest level of cultural identity people have short of that which distinguishes humans from other species.  

It is defined both by common objective elements, such as language, history, religion, customs, institutions and by 

the subjective self-identification of people.” Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of 

World Order (New York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 1996), 41-44. 
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Homo Sapiens 

 The evolution of our species, Homo Sapiens, or as it is more commonly known, ‘Man’,  

accelerated at the end of the second collapse of the East African forests, when mankind’s early 

hominid ancestors descended from their diminishing arboreal habitat and adapted to a new life 

on the emerging grasslands and savannahs, thus ensuring the survival of the species. The adapt-

ation was made possible by one factor, human intelligence, with the greatest single achievement 

 of human intelligence being the survival of the human species.  

 Human survival became possible as early humans created a new cognitive model of col-

laboration “towards a joint goal...with each partner playing her [his] own independent role.... 

This dual-level structure of simultaneous sharedness and individuality - a joint goal but with 

individual roles - is a uniquely human form of second-personal joint engagement requiring 

species-unique cognitive skills and motivational propensities.”2 Success was ensured when our 

species in the emerging sedentary societies, created another environment, ‘Culture’, which can 

be defined as the “interaction of fundamental structures (economics, population, family, educa-

tion, money, religion) necessary for society to function.”3 Culture runs parallel to our physical 

environment and has provided us with the organization and technological means to survive 

within that natural environment. The development of culture was only possible because Homo 

Sapiens had an evolutionary advantage over other species, the ability to refine skills related to 

cooperation and “the ability to work together in order to facilitate solutions to problems and 

challenges that can’t be solved individually ... cooperation in Homo Sapiens arises from a 

 
 2. Michael Tomasello, A Natural History of Human Thinking (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

2014), 43. 

 

 3. John “Jay” Reuscher, The Evolution of Culture. 
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sophisticated form of cultural intelligence, one that has evolved for participating in a group.”4 

 The ability to cooperate with others for reaching a common goal was imperative for the 

survival of Homo Sapiens. During the Pleistocene Epoch, with its global cooling and attendant 

loss of arboreal habitat, Homo Sapiens evolved into a bipedal, land-dwelling species. Bipedalism 

freed the hands for uses other than locomotion, such as tool making, the use of those tools and 

weapons, hunting and the carrying of young humans while browsing for food. Mankind went  

even further than just using items for tools, for, “Unquestionably man is the only animal that to 

date has been observed to use a tool to make a tool.”5 

 However, man could not individually compete with the large, carnivorous animals inhab-

iting the savanna, he was too slow, too small, too weak. Homo Sapiens had to cooperate with 

others of the species just to survive. Infants had to be cared for over an inordinate length of time, 

leading to a gender-based division of responsibilities between males and females; males provid-

ing for common defense and sustenance from hunting, while females reared the young and gath-

ered other edible food. The controlled use of fire, for added protection from both the elements 

and carnivorous predators, led to the cooking of food. “Cooking also led to a division of labor 

between the sexes, with women gathering tubers and cooking them while the men hunted game. 

At the same time, these complimentary roles encouraged pair bonding.”6 The rationale for those 

roles have evolved as we’ve moved beyond hunting and gathering, but the concept of pair bond-

ing remains valid in today’s society. With these divisions of labor, there developed a need for co-

 
 4. Vyvyan Evans, The Language Myth: Why Language is Not an Instinct (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press, 2014), 231. 

 

 5. B. B. Beck, Animal Tool Behavior: The Use and Manufacture of Tools By Animals (New York, NY: 

Garland STPM Press, 1980), 218. 

 

 6. Michael C. Corballis, The Recursive Mind: The Origins of Human Language, Thought and Civilization 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011), 195. 
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operative and collaborative efforts to both gather and forage for plant food and to hunt for game. 

Because of the growth of families and kinship groups, individuals had to provide for more than 

their own singular needs, and therefore became dependent on others. This led to “direct and im-

mediate selective pressure for skills and motivations for joint collaborative activity ... individuals 

began to make evaluative judgements about others as collaborative partners.”7 These judgements 

determined the various roles and responsibilities of individuals within the collaborative and co-

operative societies, further cementing the divisions of labor within the kinship-based groups. The 

roles and functions we often delineated by sex. Males being stronger, larger and more aggres-

sive, gained a dominant place in the hunter-gatherer societies, while females assumed important, 

family-oriented, supportive roles associated with child rearing, food preparation and camp duties. 

The roles performed by both males and females at this stage in the development of human soci-

ety can be said to be driven by either a universal or probabilistic ‘Law of Nature’8, a law which 

Thomas Aquinas would later define as, “common to all nations ... to the natural law belongs 

those things to which a man is inclined naturally”9. 

  Judgements and selection related to various skill sets for both biological and social re-

production, dominated the developing precepts of hunter-gather societies. As humans moved 

away from hunter-gatherer activities and began to develop horticultural and agrarian societies, 

 
 7. Michael Tomasello, A Natural History of Human Thinking, 37. 

 

 8. “Law of Nature”, Encyclopaedia Britannica Online, accessed September 10, 2020,  

https://www.britannica.com/topic/law-of-nature. The most basic definition of the Law of Nature, in the philosophy 

of science, is: a stated regularity in the relations or order of phenomena in the world that holds, under a stipulated set 

of conditions, either universally or in a stated proportion of instances. Laws of nature are of two basic forms: (1) a 

law is universal if it states that some conditions, so far as are known, invariably are found together with certain other 

conditions; and (2) a law is probabilistic if it affirms that, on the average, a stated fraction of cases displaying a 

given condition will display a certain other condition as well. (The notion is distinct from that of a Natural Law—

i.e., a law of right or justice supposedly derived from nature.) 

 

 9. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Prima Secundae, 232-233. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/law-of-nature
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the delineation of individuals into specific roles became even more prevalent. Since infants and 

young children cannot feed, clothe, shelter or protect themselves, “norms originally emerged to 

assure the protection of biologically helpless members of the species”10 These norms extended 

beyond just the protection of the young to the care of the aged or infirm and the protection of the 

group as a whole. These developing needs spawned norms regarding not only who would per-

form what duties and how, but also determined who had authority over whom, as well as the var-

ious resources of the group. “Norms that so fundamentally organize people’s lives are heavily in-

fused with values, or imperatives about what should occur. These values give norms a moral 

quality, increasing the chances that people will abide by them.”11 

 As the hunter-gatherer groups continued to migrate out of the savannas of Africa and into 

what became known as the ‘Fertile Crescent’12, they began to rely more and more on agricul-

ture, the capture and later domestication of animals for food and other products, with a corres-

ponding rise in population, leading to the establishment of larger, organized societies. The regu-

lar practice of agriculture led to the establishment of semi-permanent and permanent settlements. 

Men continued to hunt and fish, but with the growth of crops and domestication of animals came 

a measure of security against hard times. Community life expanded and with it, institutions de-

veloped and land became something to be valued. These agrarian societies transformed Homo 

Sapiens into “partners of nature instead of parasites on it.”13 

 
 10. Jonathan H. Turner, Human Institutions: A Theory of Societal Evolution (Lanham, MD: Rowman and 

Littlefield, 2003), 61.  

 

 11. Ibid., 63.  

 

 12. The ‘Fertile Crescent’ is the area comprising the shores of the eastern Mediterranean Sea, the lands 

watered by the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, Persia or modern Iran and the Anatolian Plateau of modern Turkey. 

 
  13. Carl Roebuck, The World of Ancient Times (New York, NY: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1966), 14. 
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 The development of religions, which are almost universal in human societies that inhabit 

defined territories such as those occupied by the horticultural and agrarian societies, began to 

imbed moral qualities into those societies. These nascent religions reinforced the norms related 

to roles and activities of the individuals in these societies and cultures, confirming the structure 

and organization of emerging institutions, the division of labor usually based upon sex and age, 

while legitimizing the virtue and justice of those roles. “Moral norms were considered legitimate 

because the individual, first, identified with the culture and so assumed a kind of co-authorship 

of them and second, felt that her [his] equally deserving cultural compatriots deserved her [his] 

cooperation.”14  

 Contact between the early agrarian societies was usually as a result of either commerce or 

war. This characteristic remains just as valid today as it did thousands of years ago. The growth 

of institutions within cultures and societies to support these activities became increasingly im-

portant, with the characterization of the various roles of men and women within these institutions 

becoming defined and solidified.  Among these institutions were organizations devoted to war-

fare and defence of society from outside forces. “The dawn of history and the beginning of or-

ganized warfare went hand in hand. Most primitive societies learned the use of metals at the 

same time that they developed a system of writing. This phenomenon appeared almost simul-

taneously, and apparently quite independently, in Mesopotamia and Egypt sometime between 

3500 and 3000 BC.”15  Organized warfare then spread rapidly across the known world, with 

 
 14. Michael Tomasello, A Natural History of Human Morality (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

2016), 6.  

 

 15. R. Ernest Dupuy and Trevor N. Dupuy, The Encyclopedia of Military History: From 3500 B.C. to the 

Present (New York, NY: Harper and Row, 1970), 1.  
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almost every historical record of the time between 3500 BC and 600 BC,16 being an account of 

conflict.17 The evolution of the division of labor within societies over the preceding millennia 

had resulted in the combatants in these conflicts being almost exclusively males. Females and 

children were largely non-combatants, and more often than not, became the spoils of war be-

tween the victors and vanquished.  

 From the distant and unrecorded millennia when Homo Sapiens began the great migration 

out of Africa until the onset of recorded history, mankind developed physically, mentally, and 

socially within the parameters dictated primarily by the biology and physiology of the species. 

Roles of the males and females in emerging societies had developed and matured over thousands 

of years based upon the requirements of first small family groups, later enlarging into kinship- 

based societies and still later in larger communities comprised of multiple groups. These roles 

were not yet based upon ethics or morality, but instead reflected Natural Law. Within these 

emerging societies, organizations associated with warfare became established, often using skills 

developed for hunting and tracking, roles usually reserved for the males within the society. This 

precedent would remain constant throughout the ensuing centuries. 

 

The Hebrews and the Old Testament 

 The Fertile Crescent is the home of the three major ‘Abrahamic’ religions, albeit tens of 

thousands of years following the time that Homo Sapiens first settled the region. Two of these 

religions, Judaism and Christianity, were to have a major impact on the establishment and de-

 
 16. In recent years, there has been a movement to replace the terms BC and AD,  with ‘BCE.’ and ‘CE’, 

meaning ‘before common era’ and ‘common era’, respectively. However, to avoid confusion, as many references 

use BC and AD, these terms will be used in conjunction with dates. 

 

 17. R. Ernest Dupuy and Trevor N. Dupuy, The Encyclopedia of Military History, 1. 
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velopment of American armed forces and the roles that women have in those forces.  

 Prior to the establishment of the first of these religions, Judaism, there were numerous 

belief systems within the region, many of which had a direct impact upon Abrahamic religions. 

The cultural and religious history of the United States and her armed forces would be greatly im-

pacted by these Jewish and later Christian traditions. Beginning circa 6000 BC, agriculture was 

the focus of effort for the small villages that dotted the region, although numerous tribes and no-

madic groups continued to inhabit the area. War and commerce remained the primary reasons for 

contact between these tribes and villages.18 The patriarchal family and kinship relationships 

formed the basis for society as it then existed. For about 3000 years, little changed in terms of 

society and culture, but by about 3000 BC, in both Egypt and the area known as Mesopotamia19, 

conflict over land and resources became a normal state of affairs. In Egypt, the establishment of 

the ‘Old Kingdom’ in 2686 BC set the stage for almost 1500 years of conflict, with Egyptian 

kings and Pharaohs consolidating control over the Nile River and the people that inhabited the 

area. In Mesopotamia, successive empires, kingdoms and dynasties, the Sumerians, Akkadians, 

Babylonians, Hittites, Philistines, Assyrians and Persians battled lessor tribes and groups for 

control. Almost all of these people worshiped a pantheon of various gods, most of whom were 

associated with the elemental forces of Nature, earth, wind, sky, and water, and usually connect-

ed with agricultural cycles and continuation of the dynasties in power.20 A notable exception to 

this rule was a group known as Hebrews, semi-nomadic tribes that slowly settled in the hill coun-

 
 18. Hugh Thomas, A History of the World (New York, NY: Harper and Row, 1979), 39. 

  

 19. Mesopotamia is the northern part of the Fertile Crescent, situated within the Tigris–Euphrates river 

system, roughly corresponding to most of Iraq, Kuwait, the eastern parts of Syria, Southeastern Turkey, and regions 

along the Turkish–Syrian and Iran–Iraq borders. 

 

 20. Carl Roebuck, The World of Ancient Times, 169. 
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try of Palestine around 1200 BC. 

 The first two centuries of  Hebrew, or ‘Israelite’, settlement in Palestine were marked by 

warfare with the people who were already settled there. The twelve Hebrew tribes formed a loose 

association, united in their worship of a single god, Yahweh, conceived of as male, as opposed to 

the polytheistic beliefs of those that opposed them. This period of conflict ended with the defeat 

of the Israelites by the Philistines at the battle of Aphek in 1050 BC. This defeat is significant as 

it led to the twelve tribes being unified against the Philistines, which led to the formation of the 

Kingdom of David, circa 1000 BC, and the establishment of his capital in the city of Jerusalem. 

“Dominating the primitive concepts of the community was the notion of a contract between 

Yahweh the god of the group and the human. Sovereignty resided with Yahweh.... The will of 

the deity was interpreted and implemented by a leader chosen on an ad hoc basis.... Often the 

leader is chosen in the face of a crisis of military proportions, and so, imbued with the spirit of 

god, leads the tribal levies in battle.”21 Among the conceptions of the ‘spirit of God’, was the 

continuation of the belief that warfare was and is the sole province of males.  

 The Bible of the Hebrews, the Torah, is commonly known to Christians as the ‘Old 

Testament’:  

 The term Torah...derives from the homonymic Hebrew root ‘y-r-h’. This root means ‘to 

 teach’.... Jewish tradition uses ‘Torah’ to refer to the first section of the Bible, the books 

 Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy.... The initial placement of these 

 five books reflect their significant place within religious life. In Judaism, the Torah is 

 accorded the highest level of sanctity, above all other books of the Bible.... Torah is often 

 understood to be law.22 

 

 
 21. Donald B. Bedford, Egypt, Canaan, and Israel in Ancient Times (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 1993), 275-276.  

 

 22. The Jewish Study Bible, Second Edition, ed. Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler (New York, NY: 

Oxford University Press, USA, 2003), 3-5. 
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 Morality, as we know the term today, was seen by the Hebrews of the time to be the mor-

al laws in the Old Testament, the word of God, based on His character and His design for the 

people of the world. There was an oral tradition about most of these laws, long before they were 

codified by Moses. These moral laws appear in the Old Testament as either a positive or negative 

command such as ‘do this’ or ‘don’t do that’. The laws reinforced the traditional concepts of the 

proper roles for men and women within society, as defined by the laws of Nature. As recorded 

and classified by Maimonides in the 12th century, there are 613 mitzvot (commandments). They 

are listed in the classic compendium of Jewish law, the ‘Mishneh Torah,’ which contains 14 pri-

mary ‘books’ or sections.23 

 Among these moral laws of the Old Testament, the omnipresent touchstone for the He-

brews to consider in their deliberations, were those related to warfare. The Old Testament, is re-

plete with numerous references of men serving as soldiers in combat. “The pattern established by 

God ... is that men, not women, bear responsibility to serve in combat if war is necessary”.24 The 

references cited by Biblical scholars that represent this view are found in the books of Genesis, 

Numbers, and Deuteronomy. In the first chapter of the Book of Numbers in the Old Testament, 

soldiers are described in the census undertaken “principally for military purposes”, by Moses and 

Aaron as, “males of twenty years or more who are fit for military service.”25 These males were 

declared by name and lineage according to their clan and ancestral house. The only tribe of the 

twelve tribes of Israel that was not so counted was the tribe of Levi, which was placed in charge 

 
 23. “Judaism: The 613 Mitzvot (Commandments)”, in the Jewish Virtual Library, accessed September 7, 

2020, https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-613-mitzvot-commandments. 

 

 24. The Executive Committee, Southern Baptist Convention, “Resolution On Women In Combat”, 1998 

Resolutions, accessed February 23, 2020, http://www.sbc.net/resolutions/1089/resolution-on-women-in-combat. 

 

 25. The New American Bible, (Washington D.C.: Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, 1987), 135-137. 

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-613-mitzvot-commandments
http://www.sbc.net/resolutions/1089/resolution-on-women-in-combat


 

28 

 

of the dwelling of the Commandments and associated equipment. Specifically, these references 

include:   

• Genesis 14:14: ‘When Abram heard that his nephew had been captured, he mus-

tered three hundred and eighteen of his retainers, born in his house, and went in 

pursuit as far as Dan.’ 

 

• Numbers 31:3-4: So Moses told the people, ‘Select men from your midst and arm 

them for war, to attack the Midianites and execute the Lord’s vengeance on them. 

From each of the tribes of Israel you shall send a band of one thousand men to 

war.’ 

 

• Numbers 31:49: and told him, ‘Your servants have counted up the soldiers under 

our command, and not one is missing.’ 

  

• Deuteronomy 20:5–9: Then the officials shall say to the soldiers, ‘Is there anyone 

who has built a new house and not yet had the housewarming? Let him return 

home, lest he die in battle and another dedicate it. Is there anyone who has planted 

a vine and never yet enjoyed its fruits? Let him return home lest he die in battle 

and another enjoy its fruits in his stead.’26 

 

These and other words in these books served as the law, when it came to who should fight for the 

Israel of the ancient world and remained as the teachings of God for the Abrahamic people in the 

centuries that followed. Those fighters were men, not women. 

 As time passed, the Israelites became just another group of subject peoples conquered 

sequentially by the Egyptians, the Assyrians, the so-called ‘New Babylonians’, and as far as the 

history of the Middle Eastern empires is concerned, the last great empire, the Persian Empire.  

However, in another era, some 500 years after the conquest of Palestine by the Persians, Judaism 

would give birth to a new religion, a new force to be reckoned with throughout the world, Chris-

tianity. But first, two more cultures would have significant impact on the development of Chris-

tianity, and with it, Western European-American civilization, the Greeks and the Romans. 

 

 
 26. Ibid., 15, 172, 173, 202. 
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The Greco-Roman Influence: The Greeks 

 The bridge between the Middle Eastern empires and Europe one thousand years before 

 the birth of Christ can be found in the Mycenaean Empire situated in the region now known as 

Greece and the shores of the western Mediterranean Sea of modern Turkey. The Egyptians first 

became aware of the Mycenaeans about 1437 BC when the Pharaoh accepted gifts from repre-

sentatives of a land across the ‘Great Green’, or Mediterranean Sea as it was then known to the 

Egyptians.27 Mycenaean Greece was comprised of a system of city-states, each ruled by an elite, 

patriarchal warrior society that developed individual, hierarchical, political, social and economic 

systems. These city-states were located on the Greek mainland and the islands of the Aegean 

Sea, on the coast of the eastern Mediterranean Sea, Cyprus and in Italy. Mycenean city-states 

such as Athens and Thebes would have a major role in the formation of classical Greece. Mycen-

ean Greece collapsed due to a combination of foreign invasion from northern Greece, economic 

competition, natural disasters such as earthquakes and probably most importantly, the rise of 

non-Mycenean city states throughout the Peloponnesus and central Greece.28 After the Mycen-

eans disappeared, however, Homer, writing probably in the 8th Century BC, would capture the 

essence of Mycenean culture with the Iliad, set in their city of Troy.  

 Homer depicts a scene in the Iliad that illustrates the Mycenean patriarchal, warrior so-

ciety in just a few short words. The Trojan hero Hector is taking a brief respite from the fighting 

to see his wife Andromache. Making his farewell, Hector tells Andromache,  

 No one can hurry me down to Hades before my time, but if a man's hour is come, be he 

 brave or be he coward, there is no escape for him when he has once been born. Go, then, 

 
 27. Jorrit M. Kelder, The Kingdom of Mycenae: A Great Kingdom in the Late Bronze Age Aegean 

(Bethesda, MD: CDL Press, 2010), 36-37. 

 

 28. The Oxford Companion to Archeology, ed. Brian M. Fagan (New York, NY: The Oxford University 

Press, 1996), 7-9. 
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 within the house, and busy yourself with your daily duties, your loom, your distaff, and 

 the ordering of your servants; for war is man's matter, and mine above all others of them 

 that have been born in Ilius.29 
 
 

 This description of their husband-wife relationship does not denigrate the role that either 

person had in that time and place. The role of the male in Mycenean and later Greek society is to 

be a warrior, and it is so from his birth. For the woman, her role is different but just as important, 

the continuation of life. Andromache’s important role as mother is understood by Homer and 

“husband-wife relationships are painted in terms of ... two worlds, each entailing separate re-

sponsibilities, skills and demands, with both parties united in respect for and commitment to each 

other, the family and its needs. Homer ... bucked the trend as a feminist pioneer in delineating the 

unique capacities and abilities, with their associated duties and responsibilities, of women, in re-

ciprocal and complementary terms to those of men.”30 

 Following the dissolution of the Mycenean Empire, the Greek city-states became more 

independent, quasi-nations, each with their own each with their own pantheon of deities, which 

included both male and female gods, laws, armies and kings. There were no collective bonds be-

tween these city-states except a shared language and participation in festivals exemplified by the 

Olympic Games in honor of Zeus and the Pythian Games that honored Apollo. This situation 

changed from about 485 to 465 BC, with the Persian invasions of Greece, which brought the 

city-states together for their common defense. Defeat of the Persian hordes brought peace to the 

Greeks, but only for a generation. For Athens, it was a glorious generation. “Their young democ-

racy came to maturity ... and their novel constitution went on to take root in other Greek cities.... 

 
  29. Homer, The Iliad, trans. Samuel Butler, in the Internet Classics Archive, accessed August 15, 2020, 

http://classics.mit.edu/Homer/iliad.mb.txt. 
  

  30.  Peter Jones, “A Woman’s Place in Homer”, The Spectator, 15 December 2012, accessed August 15, 

2020, https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/a-woman-s-place-in-homer. 
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the architects and sculptors ... powerfully influenced the course of Western art.... Anaxagoras and 

Democritus used unaided human reason to seek an understanding of the  physical world.... Hip-

pocrates and his school made great advances in medical science.”31 

  In 431 BC Athens, Sparta and their assorted allied city-states brought war on an unprec-

edented scale to Greece. The Peloponnesian War, which lasted for the next thirty years, virtually 

destroyed Athens, it upset the balance of power between Greece and Persia and was a blow to 

democracy throughout all of Greece.32 At the war’s conclusion, the city-states of central and 

southern Greece were exhausted and their manpower depleted. “The entire male populations of 

Melos and Scione were wiped out.... A decade after the end of the war the number of adult male 

Athenians appears to have been about half its size at the start of the conflict.”33 Throughout the 

war, men were the combatants and women suffered the consequences of defeat, death or en-

slavement.  Just as the death of Hector in the Iliad and the subsequent sack of Troy, provided 

Homer with basis for his epic poem, the Peloponnesian War provided another Greek poet, the 

Athenian Euripides, with an opportunity to elucidate on the morality of war, what constitutes a 

just war and what is just in the conduct of war. In Euripides’ play, The Women of Troy (415 BC), 

written while Athens was at war with Sparta, he “makes extensive moral arguments against un-

just conduct in war by presenting a sympathetic look at the great suffering experienced by the  

vanquished women just after their defeat.... The play also raises issues about what is just in the 

conduct of a war and what is just in the conclusion of a peace by calling attention to the dese-

 
  31. Donald Kagan, The Peloponnesian War (New York, NY: The Viking Press, 2003), xxiii. 

 

  32. J. F. C. Fuller, The Generalship of Alexander the Great (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 

1960), 17.  

 

  33. Donald Kagan, The Peloponnesian War, 487. 
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cration of temples and the merciless slaughter of those seeking sanctuary in temples.”34 These 

themes would later be developed further by Christian philosophers and theologians and defined 

as part of what became known as ‘Just War Theory’,35 a central tenet of American military prac-

tice. For classical Greece, morality was not about waging war, but when and how it was to be 

waged and against whom, again by male combatants. The voice of Euripides would be lost, not 

to be heard again for centuries. But there were other voices to be heard, those of Socrates (469-

399 BC), Plato (429-347 BC) and Aristotle (384-322 BC).  

 Socrates did not leave anything in writing, so what we know of him is best described by 

his student Plato, who, ignoring the caricature and lampooning of Socrates by the Athenian play-

wright Aristophanes in his play The Clouds, which was produced about 423 BC,36 provides us 

with another view. In Plato’s The Apology, Socrates is portrayed as the embodiment of the 

 
  34. Mark Lopez, “The Women of Troy: Meaning of the Play by Euripides”, Tutor English (Melbourne, 

AU: Tutor English, 2020), accessed August 15, 2020, https://tutor-english.com.au/the-women-of-troy-meaning-of-

the-play-by-euripides/.  

 
  35. The following are the tenets of Just War Theory, as defined by the National Conference of Catholic 

Bishops in May 1983:  

1. Just Cause: War is permissible only to confront ‘a real and certain danger,’ i.e., to protect innocent life, to preserve 

conditions necessary for decent human existence, and to basic human rights. 

2. Competent Authority: War must be declared by those with responsibility for public order, not by private groups or 

individuals. 

3. Comparative Justice: Which side is sufficiently ‘right’ in a dispute.  

4. Right Intention: Pursuit of peace and reconciliation, including avoiding unnecessarily destructive acts or imposing 

unreasonable conditions. 

5. Last Resort: All peaceful alternatives must have been exhausted. 

6. Probability of Success: Prevent an irrational resort to force. 

7. Proportionality: The damage to be inflicted and the costs incurred by war must be proportionate to the good 

expected by taking up arms. 

National Conference of Catholic Bishops, “The Challenge of Peace: God’s Promise and Our Response”, Pastoral 

Letter on War and Peace, May 3, 1983, under Georgetown University Blackboard, accessed September 21, 2016,  

https://campus.georgetown.edu/webapps/blackboard/content/contentWrapper.jsp?content_id={unset%20id}&display

Name=Reserves+and+Library+Resources&course_id=_726750_1&navItem=content&href=%2Fwebapps%2Fiii-

iiicourselink-bb_bb60%2Flinks%2FbbCourseLink.jsp%3Fcourse_id%3D_726750_1. 

 
 

 36. Aristophanes, Lysistrata and Other Plays: The Acharnians, The Clouds, Lysistrata, rev. ed., trans. Alan 

H. Sommerstein (New York, NY: Penguin Classics, 2002), 66-68. 
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citizen-hero, the person who places the value of collective citizenship above individual heroics,  

exemplified by the protagonists of the Iliad and the Odyssey. In a wider interpretation, this view 

of Socrates reflects an important change occurring in Greek warfare. No longer is individual 

combat the path to victory. Rather, the collective combat of the phalanx, in which individualism 

recedes into the background while cooperative action comes to the fore, becomes the norm. The 

role of the Hellenic male, that of being both a citizen and a soldier, however, remained unchang-

ed. “The Greek soldier was a curious mixture of virtues and vices. He possessed courage, disci-

pline and self-abnegating patriotism in the highest measure.... The Greek states were character-

ized by similar tendencies. The individual merely reflected the state.”37 The willingness of indiv-

iduals to place their own desires and well-being below those of the fighting unit in order to en-

sure success on the battlefield, would become a hallmark that the American citizen-soldier em-

ulated for centuries.  

 Plato offers his views on the ideal city-state, again via Socrates, in his The Republic. 

Within this ideal state, men and women both serve as ‘Guardians’, the highest social class of cit-

izens. To become Guardians, men and women needed to have the same training, the same edu-

cation, and undergo the same selection process in order to be considered equals. However, Plato 

ignores many of the facts of Greek culture and civilization while attempting to illustrate the ben-

efits of producing an elite class of individuals to rule over the state. “It should be noted that 

women in the Greek tradition are private individuals. They belong to the world of ‘idios’ [the 

individual] not the community. They perform their functions privately, irrespective of the pol-

itical circumstances.”38 But perhaps the greatest inconsistency for the equality of men and 

 
 37. Theodore Ayrault Dodge, Alexander (Boston, MA: Da Capo Press, Perseus Book Group, 1996) 35.  

 

 38. Kola Olugbade, "Women In Plato's ‘Republic’", The Indian Journal of Political Science 50, no. 4 

(1989): 503-18, accessed March 16, 2020, www.jstor.org/stable/41855454. 
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women in this state is in the area of warfare and military service. While forcing women to be-

come an integral component of the state, by becoming Guardians, Plato does not offer them in-

centives to do so “When young men prove themselves good and true in war ... honors must be 

given to them ... particularly more generous freedom of intercourse with women.... this will be a 

good excuse for letting as many children as possible be begotten of such men.”39 Plato is silent, 

however, on what reward successful female warriors will receive, except that “these women are 

to be common to all these men; no one must have a private wife of his own, and the children 

must be common too.”40  

 The parallels between Athenian and the Western societies of today, with regard to Plato’s 

concepts regarding the ideal city-state, are striking. The concepts described by Plato were not 

accepted by the Athenians of his time, as most fifth-century Greeks supposed that natural dif-

ferences between males and females of the human species entail a significant differentiation of 

their proper social roles. Many Americans of today harbor similar views, as borne out by the 

very small numbers of women who either want to enlist for ground combat roles or are qualified 

to for those roles. 

 The best known of Plato’s students is the Macedonian, Aristotle. While in agreement 

with his teacher on most subjects, Aristotle differed from Plato in one significant area. For Plato, 

a philosophic existence is the highest form of human development whereas Aristotle emphasized 

theoretical explanation, based upon reasoning, as central to leading a good life. In his work 

Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle explained that “moral virtue comes about as a result of habit, 

whence also its name (ethike) [ethic] is one that is formed by a slight variation from the word 

 
 39. Plato, Great Dialogues of Plato, ed. Eric H. Warmington and Philip G. Rouse, trans. W. H. D. Rouse 

(New York, NY: Signet Classics, 1956), 258. 

 

 40. Ibid., 255. 
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ethos [habit]. From this it is also plain that none of the moral virtues arises in us by nature; for 

nothing that exists by nature can form a habit contrary to its nature ... we are adapted by nature to 

receive them, and are made perfect by habit.”41 Thus, moral virtue is based upon Natural Law 

and doing what is right by habit. The habitual practice, as performed by the citizen-hero, the per-

son who places the value of collective citizenship above individual heroics, especially on the 

battlefield, became part of the foundation for the actions of the American citizen-soldier thou-

sands of years in the future. 

  Aristotle and his teacher Plato had divergent opinions on the ability of women to be war-

riors. Plato envisioned women, properly trained and educated, to be capable of becoming Guard-

ians and therefore, capable of becoming soldiers of the city-state. Aristotle, with his inherent 

‘scientific’ approach to almost everything associated with mankind, took a totally opposite tack. 

“Aristotle never directly poses the question of arming women (except when quoting Plato), but it 

seems clear that in his estimation, the female body ... made women unsuitable for combat.... The 

exclusion of women from combat for reasons of an ‘inferior’ body prevented women from being 

accorded the status that was awarded to warriors.”42 

 Aristotle, in concert with his ‘scientific’ approach, believed that the differences between 

the bodies of males and females were significant and as such, male bodies were superior for 

functions such as warfare and physical activity requiring bodily strength but were not well adapt-

ed for child rearing, in essence inferior to females for those tasks. Females, on the other hand, 

had superior bodies that had become well-developed for procreation and nurturing of the species, 

 
 41. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. W.D. Ross (Overland Park, KS: Digireads Publishing, Neeland 

Media, 2016), 27.  

 

 42. Gerry Milligan, Moral Combat: Women, Gender, and War in Italian Renaissance Literature (Toronto, 
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but whose bodies were inferior for warfare and similar physical tasks. Plato’s view centered on 

the philosophic existence of people whereas Aristotle emphasized scientific explanations, based 

upon reasoning, for the similarities and differences between human beings. Aristotle’s view 

would later be championed by Christian philosophers such as St. Augustine and St. Thomas 

Aquinas. 

 Aristotle sought to reform the city-state, not revolutionize it as Plato had sought. Plato 

saw war and justice as a symbiotic relationship. Aristotle, however, saw war differently from his 

predecessors. Centuries before Aristotle, Herodotus had regarded war as essential for the accum-

ulation of honor. The first Greek historian, Thucydides, considered war as a necessary means to 

obtain and hold power.  Plato envisioned war as naturally occurring and necessary to the well-

being of the city-state.  But for Aristotle, the primary aims of war are the pursuit of peace and 

justice, themes that resonate throughout what became Christian ‘Just War Theory’. 

 One of Aristotle’s renowned students, Alexander III of Macedonia, best known by the 

sobriquet Alexander the Great, became the first leader from the continent of Europe to stabilize 

“the encounter of Greek civilization with the East during those dramatic cultural shifts that fol-

lowed in the wake of Alexander’s conquests. Suddenly the horizons of the Greek world were ex-

panded dramatically. This was a period of religious syncretism in the eastern Mediterranean as 

the Greek and later Roman gods intermingled with cultic worship practices from the Mesopo-

tamian and as far away as the Indus civilizations.”43 

 Alexander absorbed the moral teachings of Aristotle into his very being. The moral qual-

ity that distinguished him most clearly from his contemporaries was his compassion towards his 
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fellow man, and most especially, women. Since time immemorial, women had been seen as part 

of the spoils of war, violence and rape of female captives was the norm. Alexander sought to 

change that. He wrote to his subordinates that should soldiers be charged with rape, “in case the 

men were convicted, to punish them and put them to death as wild beasts born for the destruction 

of mankind.”44  

 Following Aristotle’s teachings, Alexander considered women to be non-combatants, 

even those seen bearing arms. Alexander was also noted for his “compassion for the whole of 

womankind”, which influenced his view about who and what women were, and they were not 

warriors.45 “They say that Atropates, the viceroy of Media, gave him a hundred women, saying 

that they were of the race of Amazons. These had been equipped with the arms of male horse-

men, except that they carried axes instead of spears and targets instead of shields. Alexander dis-

missed them from the army, that no attempt to violate them might be made by the Macedonians 

or barbarians.”46 Although Alexander’s moral outlook towards warfare would not survive very 

long after his death at age 33 in 323 BC, his actions in conducting war foreshadowed the jus in 

bello of modern American military policy.47 

 With Alexander’s conquest of the great Persian Empire, the threat to Greece from in-

vaders from the East was rendered moot for a thousand years. The establishment of Hellenistic 

cities, first as military bases and later as centers for commerce, furthered the spread of Greek 
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ideals, philosophy and civilization throughout the then known world. “In Alexander’s wars the 

previous barriers between East and West were removed.... In this way the two previously detach-

ed circles came more and more to coincide and form a single economic circle.... This develop-

ment was only completed under the Roman Empire, but its basis was the conquest of Asia by 

Alexander.”48 The advent of the Roman Republic, that followed closely upon the demise of Al-

exander, witnessed the reemergence of Judeo-Christian influences, that would be reflected in la-

ter European-American civilization and associated militaries.  

 

The Greco-Roman Influence: The Romans  

 The empire that Alexander had established in his short lifespan, began to quickly dissolve 

following his death. Various ‘Leagues’ or groups of allied city-states were formed to consolidate 

those city-states’ interests throughout the eastern Mediterranean Sea and the Aegean Sea. The in-

terests of these leagues was primarily commercial trade and communication. Greeks enjoyed the 

status of being the privileged class within the cities, ports, and towns that comprised the colonies 

of the leagues. Not much attention was paid to the emerging city-state of Rome, not until Roman 

trading interests collided with Greek commercial interests in what is now southern Italy. This 

collision was marked not only by the defeat of the forces of King Pyrrhus of Epirus in 275 BC, 

but also introduced the ascendency of Roman leadership over the peoples of Italy and the estab-

lishment of the Roman Republic and later, the Roman Empire. 

 Over the next 200 years, Rome was involved in an almost endless succession of wars 

which ultimately led to Roman control over the entire Mediterranean world, to include southern 
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Europe and all of Greece, North Africa and Egypt and into Asia Minor. By 196 BC, Syria and 

Palestine had also been conquered by Rome.  

 The Romans considered themselves to be the rightful heirs of all that was notable of the 

Greeks. The Romans assimilated many aspects of the Greek culture into their own, which in-

cluded many of the Greek gods and goddesses, albeit under new names. Bellona was an ancient 

Roman goddess of war closely associated with the Roman God of War, Mars. She was depicted 

in various sources as his companion, wife, sister, or daughter. Another, better-known goddess 

was Juno, the protector and special counselor of the state and the patron goddess of Rome and 

the empire. As protector of Rome, she was often depicted as being armed with swords or spears. 

While not actual soldiers themselves, these goddesses provided soldiers with divinities that they 

could appeal to for protection or favor in battle. This assimilation resulted in a form of reverse 

Hellenization, where the Greeks, although conquered by Rome, ultimately through their philos-

ophy, education, religion, art and architecture, subsumed much of Roman culture, becoming in 

effect, a new Greece. This is perhaps best illustrated by the Roman poet Virgil in his epic poem 

The Aeneid, written about 18 BC, “Deeply rooted in the Roman sense of national identity was the 

belief that theirs was a city uniquely favored by the gods and destined for universal rule.”49 In 

this story, the Trojan, or Mycenean Greek, Aeneas, fled Troy with his father, infant son and 

others. Aeneas and his group traveled throughout the Mediterranean, including Carthage, the 

arch-enemy of Rome in three ‘Punic Wars’. Aeneas eventually left Carthage, to seek his greater 

destiny in Italy. One of Aeneas’ traditional descendants was Romulus, a founder of Rome. 

“Thus, the awkward gap between the Trojan War and the founding of Rome was bridged, and 
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Greek fiction and the native Roman tradition were woven together.”50 

 The analogy that Virgil makes between his fictional hero Aeneas and real-life hero Gaius 

Julius Caesar Octavianus, or Augustus as he has become known to history, is that of waging war 

to end war, to gain peace through war, not to wage war to unjustly obtain power. After defeating 

Antony, who had declared himself king of Egypt, at the battle of Actium in 31 BC, Augustus did 

not ask for kingship or dictatorial powers. Instead, he was handed the reins of power in Rome. 

This actual magnanimity in victory was reflected fictionally by Aeneas in The Aeneid, when he 

said, “Conferred by divine Victory, as I think - and may the gods confirm it by their will - I shall 

not make Italians underlings to Trojans. For myself I ask no kingdom. Let both nations, both un-

conquered, both subject to equal laws, commit themselves to an eternal union.”51 This declara-

tion presages the jus ad bellum of the Just War theory, which does not include a quest for power 

as a viable rationale for waging war. 

 Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 BC), the Roman statesman, lawyer, scholar and philoso-

pher, assuming the mantle from Aristotle, wrote about the moral justification for waging war in 

his De Officiis of 44 BC. Cicero thought that just war flowed from natural law. “The rights of 

war must be strictly observed. For since there are two ways of settling a dispute: first by discus-

sion; second, by physical force; and since the former is a characteristic of man, the latter of the 

brute, we must resort to force only in case we may not avail ourselves of discussion. The only 

excuse, therefore, for going to war is that we may live in peace unharmed.”52 However, Cicero’s 

views would be overwhelmed by political events within just a few short years, as the Republic of 
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Rome descended into chaos, emerging as the Roman Empire after a series of civil wars and as-

sassinations. His writings on just wars would re-emerge during the Italian Renaissance, lending 

credence to the writings of such later luminaries as Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas. 

 The Roman Army of both the Republic and the Empire adopted many of the aspects of 

Alexander’s army that made it so successful over its opponents. Included among these were the 

use of the highly disciplined phalanx, the requirement that only male citizens could serve in the 

army, the primacy of infantry over cavalry, the definition of principles of war, which included 

massing of forces at the right time, the value of initiative by commanders and the training in 

weapons and tactics by the citizenry. Later, engineering and logistics would be added to the Ro-

man military values.53 These tenets and precepts, along with others, would be adopted success-

fully by the United States in forming and utilizing its armed forces. Among the others was the 

Roman law that specified that “No counsel ... might exercise command within the boundary of 

the city of Rome.”54 This precept was mirrored later by the Americans in developing the Posse 

Comitatus Act, first elucidated by Alexander Hamilton in writing Paper #29 of The Federalist 

Papers 55 and as Federal law, when signed on June 18, 1878 by President Rutherford B. Hayes, 

which limits the ability of the federal government to utilize the military to enforce domestic pol-

icies within the United States.56 

 Augustus issued an edict that had another significant impact on the army, and it was re-

lated to women. The presence of women on campaigns was seen as detrimental to Roman Le-
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gionnaires, who might be concerned with the safety of families and women instead of concen-

trating on the military tasks assigned to them. In the early days of the Republic, “women were 

absolutely forbidden to be seen in camp.”57 Thus, there was a ban on the marriage of ordinary 

soldiers on active service during the early Empire. This ban “has been attributed to Augustus ... 

to explain why Claudius needed to grant the privileges of married men to the men who served in 

the army, since they could not legally have wives”58 Since the ordinary legionnaire would serve 

for an initial 25 year term, it was inconceivable that these soldiers would do without female at-

tachments, legal or not. As a result, wives and children became commonplace among the camp 

followers of the era. Even the great-uncle of Augustus, Gaius Julius Caesar, in his commentary 

on his campaign in Africa in 47 BC, noted the presence of camp followers.59 These camp fol-

lowers performed the roles of cooks, medical attendants, domestic servants, washer-women, 

seamstresses and the myriad of other essential duties associated with women and armies on the 

march and in garrison. Although not officially recognized for their service and with their male 

companions receiving no compensation for them, these non-combatant camp followers were nor-

mal sights in every Roman army. The ban on marriage for ordinary soldiers in the Roman Army 

would remain in effect until lifted in AD 197. Women, as camp followers, were to be an unpaid 

adjunct and a veritable mainstay in almost all armies for centuries in the future, only being for-

bidden in the United States Army in 1878.60 The greatest influences of the Roman Republic and 
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Empire on American military women, however, would come not from the Roman military but 

had their origins in the obscure Roman province of Judea during the reign of Augustus.  

 The bridge between the time of  the Old Testament and advent of the New Testament, is 

the Hellenistic period, where the roles of women changed from the Old Testament depiction of 

women having both public and private roles to the time of Jesus where women had been rele-

gated to primarily private roles. This was especially important in addressing how people should 

interact and behave towards their fellow human beings in an ever-increasingly violent world.  

 Alexander considered Palestine to be just a corridor to Egypt, an area to be passed 

through as rapidly as possible. As such, he left the Hebrews, or Jews as they were becoming 

commonly known, relatively undisturbed. After Alexander’s death in 323 BC,  one of his gen-

erals, Ptolemy, took control over Syria, Palestine, and Egypt. His successors would rule Egypt 

for the next 300 years, but control of Palestine fell to the descendants of another of Alexander’s 

generals, Seleucus, in 200 BC.  Much of what is known of these years can be found in the Old 

Testament, Maccabees:1.61 

  Until 63 BC, Palestine was in an almost constant state of war and rebellion. Control 

shifted from the Greeks to local tribal chiefs, to outside forces from Syria and Egypt. The Jews 

had split into two main groups, the Pharisees, who strictly followed the Law and their opponents 

the more liberal Sadducees, and Jews became a minority in their own lands. In 39 BC, Herod, an 

Edomite from a tribe in what is now southwestern Jordan, was recognized as King of Judea by 

Rome and in 37 BC he took control of Jerusalem. After Herod died in 4 BC, three of his sons 

took over control of Palestine; chaos between political groups, religious factions, Jews and Ro-
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mans, was the order of the day for the next 70 years. The Jews revolted against what they con-

sidered foreign rule and in AD 67, the future emperor Vespasian, accompanied by his son Titus, 

arrived with a force of about 60,000 men and soon captured Galilee. Judaea was reduced in three 

campaigns, which ended with the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70, which marked the destruction of 

the Temple. Jerusalem became the permanent garrison town of a Roman legion. By AD 73, all 

consolidated resistance had ceased.62 “Although the Temple had been destroyed and Jerusalem 

burned to the ground, the Jews and Judaism survived the encounter with Rome. Without the un-

ifying framework of a state and the Temple, the small remaining Jewish community gradually 

recovered.... Institutional and communal life was renewed, priests were replaced by rabbis and 

the synagogue became the focus of Jewish settlement.”63  

 Jews in Judaea were guided in their daily lives during this period by the Old Testament. It  

retained what modern scholars would consider a largely disparaging ethic concerning the status 

and rights of women. Women were under all the obligations of the law but were accorded few 

social and religious prerogatives. Ancient Israel and its neighbors constituted a patriarchal world; 

women had gained a few more privileges in adjacent lands such as Egypt and along the Tigris 

and Euphrates Rivers, but women were essentially still accorded a lower status than men every-

where. Central to the interpretation of the Old Testament by the Jews of the era are 

 the fundamental values that infuse moral conduct and principles. Such moral values 

 involve an essential preference given to a particular way of existing in the world. Values 

 are not the same thing as religious beliefs or practices, although they will be related to 

 them.... They are oriented toward the concrete conditions of life and lie behind our 

 choosing, acting and finding meaning in our situation.... Such values, while not all 

 present at every point of Old Testament morality, do in fact underlie the bulk of the  
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 moral norms and principles we find there.64  

 

This turbulent time, however, is best noted by the birth of Jesus, his youth and ministry, his 

crucifixion, and the founding of Christianity.
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CHAPTER 2: 

 

 

CONVERGENT PATHS: CHRISTIANITY AND JUST WARS 

 
 

 The final convergent path, the recounting of which is critical to the understanding of the 

reasons for Western culture’s exclusion of women from direct combat, is the result of the con-

solidation of the previous three ‘influencers’ and the unification of the ideas and concepts that 

they each contained into a more unified, single culture, which delineated specific roles for men 

and women. The unreserved belief in God that resulted from this convergence and unification, 

was an integral component of American culture dating from early America to the 20th Century. 

To fully comprehend how this belief came about, requires an understanding of thousands of 

years of religious and philosophical development, and especially the growth and development of 

Christianity in Europe. 

 Early Christian leaders were concerned with spreading the word of Jesus to the Jews and 

Gentiles alike, as well as the survival of the Christian Church. Their letters to each other and to 

communities in which they were living and expanding into, became the major components of the 

New Testament, which complemented and supplemented the Old Testament of the Jews. This 

New Testament built upon the initial four books, the canonical gospels, with additional books, 

the various apocryphal gospels, describing the founding of the Church and its spread throughout 

the Roman Empire, followed by the apocalypse, with its final connections to the Old Testament.1 

 Soldiers and warfare remained an integral component of the writings of the authors of the 

New Testament, but soldiers were represented differently in these new books. Rather than just a 

recitation of the actions and numbers of soldiers available to various leaders of the Old Testa-

 
 1. The Catholic Study Bible, ed. Donald Senior and John J. Collins (New York, NY: Oxford University 
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ment, soldiers are now represented as essential and respectful members of society, adhering to 

the directions and commands of those appointed over them. This presages the later American 

military tradition that soldiers are citizens, reflecting the expectations of their society, serving for 

a short period of time and then returning to the society from whence they came. There are num-

erous examples of this perspective in the New Testament, here are just a few examples: 

• Matthew 8:8-10: “The centurion said in reply, ‘Lord, I am not worthy to have you 

enter under my roof! Only say the word and my servant will be healed. For I too 

am a person subject to authority, with soldiers subject to me. And I say to one, 

‘Go!’ and he goes, and to another ‘Come here’ and he comes, and to my slave ‘Do 

this!’ and he does it.’ When Jesus heard this, he was amazed and said to those 

following him, ‘Amen, I say to you, in no one in Israel have I found such faith. 

[Centurions at that time in Roman history were known to be men of exceptional 

character as well as experienced, well-trained men of war.] 

 

• Matthew 27:54: “The centurion and the men with him who were keeping watch 

over Jesus feared greatly...and said, ‘Truly, this was the Son of God!’” [As noted 

by the centurion in Matthew 8, he is a man of power over others and he recog-

nizes that Jesus had great power over not just men but Nature.] 

 

• Luke 3:14: “Soldiers also asked him, ‘And what is it that we should do?’ He an-

swered them, ‘Do not practice extortion, do not falsely accuse anyone, be satisfied 

with your wages.’” [John the Baptist did not tell the soldiers to quit being soldiers, 

but instead exhorted them to be honest and good soldiers.] 

 

• Luke 7:1-5: “A centurion there had a slave who was ill and about to die...When he 

heard about Jesus, he sent elders of the Jews to him, asking him to come and save 

the life of his slave. They approached Jesus and strongly urged him to come, say-

ing, ‘He deserves to have you do this for him, for he loves our nation and has built 

the synagogue for us.’” [The centurion is recognized as working for the common 

good of the community, and  although a soldier, is seen as valuable to society.] 

   

• Acts 10:1-3: “Now in Caesarea there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion ... 

devout and God-fearing along with his whole household, who used to give alms 

generously to the Jewish people and pray to God constantly.” [Centurions and 

soldiers can render service unto both God and civil authorities, as noted by Jesus. 

This centurion is also the first Gentile to be baptized as a Christian.] 

  

• Acts 21-23: “A report reached the cohort commander that all Jerusalem was riot-

ing. He immediately took soldiers and centurions and charged down on them ... 

So the soldiers, according to their orders, took Paul and escorted him by night to 

Antipatris.” [The centurions and soldiers are seen to be just in the performance of 
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their duties in accordance with the law, as opposed to how unlawful mobs are 

depicted.] 2 

 

 In continuity with the Old Testament and as could be expected due to when these books 

were written, women were not mentioned as soldiers or combatants in the New Testament. This 

circumstance would be manifested in the writings of various Christian theologians and scholars 

that followed. Over the next centuries, Christian writers continually debated and discussed var-

ious theological issues, translations and interpretations, matters of worship, and religious prac-

tices. Christians, however, continued to maintain the essence of the continuity between the Old 

Testament and the New Testament as the basis for building society as God meant it to be, which 

included the assessment that warfare lies within the domain of males, not females.  

 By the 4th Century AD, the Roman Empire had become a Christian entity. The path to 

that end had been long, bitter and bloody. Most of the early leaders of the Christian church had 

been executed by the Romans, since Rome often viewed Christianity as a direct threat to the le-

gitimacy of the Empire and acted accordingly. There were periodic individual persecutions of 

Christians by Rome, as illustrated by the letters of Pliny the Younger, who was governor of 

Pontus/Bithynia from AD 111-113, to the Emperor Trajan.3 Other persecutions by the emperors 

Valerian and Diocletian took the form of the larger conflict between church and state.4 Some 

Christian writers, however, continued to accentuate the compatibility of Christianity with the Ro-

man Empire, since the Empire represented one kingdom, an earthly one, while Christianity rep-
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resented another, a Heavenly one. The Christian church, despite these pogroms, gained greater 

and greater acceptance among the people of the Empire. But it took an Emperor, Constantine, 

converted on the eve of battle in AD 313, to end the persecutions and legitimize Christianity 

within the Empire.5 Finally in AD 391, Christianity became the only authorized religion of the 

Roman Empire. 

 There were many theologians and philosophers of the early Christian church who wrote 

at length about the various aspects of the Old Testament and New Testament that seemed to be 

counter to the teachings of Jesus, especially the ability of Christians to wage war in the face of 

Christ’s teaching about peace and love of fellow man. It was during this time, the late 4th and 

early 5th Centuries, that Augustine of Hippo, wrote his Confessions, The City of God Against the 

Pagans, his Letters and other works, writings that would have a significant impact on how West-

ern Europeans would wage war in the coming centuries. Augustine did not author a doctrine of 

just war, but he did write extensively about what constituted a just war in these various works 

and letters. Augustine interpreted war along lines inspired by the Old Testament, “as both an el-

ement in religious pedagogy and an exercise of divine power and judgment. ‘When war is under-

taken in obedience to God ... it must be allowed to be a righteous war.’”6 Augustine addressed 

how Christians could wage such a war in his responses to Faustus and the Manichean’s object-

tions to the morality of the law and the prophets, especially Moses. In his Contra Faustum Man-

ichaeum, Augustine wrote that in “the account of the wars of Moses ... in wars carried on by di-

vine command, he showed not ferocity but obedience; and God in giving the command, acted not 
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in cruelty, but in righteous retribution, giving to all what they deserved, and warning those who 

needed warning.”7  

 This punitive description of war, based upon proper authority, became the basis for two 

of Augustine’s tenets of what justifies war. Another element was his determination of how evil 

affects the concept of a just war. In the same response to Faustus, Augustine described, “The real 

evils in war are love of violence, revengeful cruelty, fierce and implacable enmity, wild resist-

ance, and the lust of power, and such like; and it is generally to punish these things, when force 

is required to inflict the punishment, that, in obedience to God or some lawful authority, good 

men undertake wars.”8 

 In his most notable work,  The City of God Against the Pagans, Augustine reinterpreted 

the pacifism of early Christians to allow combat in a just war, 

But the wise man, they say, will wage just wars. Surely, however, if he remembers that 

he is a human being, he will be much readier to deplore the fact that he is under the 

necessity of waging even just wars. For if they were not just, he would not have to wage 

them, and so there would then be no wars at all for a wise man to engage in. For it is the 

iniquity of the opposing side that imposes upon the wise man the duty of waging wars.9 
  

 Additionally, in a letter to Boniface, the Governor of Africa in AD 418, Augustine also 

invoked the teachings of Aristotle when he wrote, “when you are arming for battle, that your 

strength, even of body, is a gift of God, for so you will not think of using the gift of God against 

God.... Your will ought to hold fast to peace, with war as the result of necessity, that God may 
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free you from the necessity and preserve you in peace. Peace is not sought for the purpose of stir-

ring up war, but war is waged for the purpose of securing peace.”10 

 For Augustine, war making was a secular activity that, while sometimes necessary to re-

store moral order or peace, should always be avoided, if possible. Based upon his analysis of 

scripture, the wisdom imparted by the ancient Greek and Roman philosophers, and his personal 

experiences, Augustine outlined eight criteria in establishing his position for a just war: 

• War is punitive rather than defensive. 

• The evil of war is assessed in terms of morality. 

• Waging a just war requires appropriate authority. 

• There is a certainty of the superiority of spiritual goods over material goods. 

• Man is willing to interpret evangelical norms in terms of inner attitudes rather than 

overt actions. 

• There exists social passivity and quiescence in the decisions and moral judgements 

of authority. 

• Justification appeals to specific New Testament texts to legitimize military service. 

• The notion of achieving peace through war is the ultimate aim.11  
 

 Augustine did not write anything about the role of women in war simply because he was  

a man of his time, a Christian man of the late Roman Empire, a time when the social subordina-

tion of women to men was the norm within society. Women’s roles, according to the religious 

teachings of Christianity, as well as the views espoused by the Greek and Roman philosophers, 

did not include being active combatants in war.  

 Following the death of Augustine in AD 430, writers and philosophers, theologians and 

secular leaders, began to deliberate on preserving in these just wars, the status of noncombatants, 

exemplified by women, children, the aged and infirm, defined as jus in bello, not simply the de-

 
 10. Augustine, Letters, trans. Wilfrid Parsons (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 

1981), 4:269. 

 

 11. John Langan, “The Elements of St. Augustine's”, 24. 
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velopment of moral, ethical, legal and religious justifications for waging war, or  jus ad bellum.  

 In the 800 years following Augustine’s death, the criteria he outlined waxed and waned  

in response to developments in Western society and in what became the Roman Catholic Church. 

Isidore of Seville, writing in his monumental unfinished work, Etymologies, of AD 636, invoked 

the just war thinking of Aristotle, Cicero and Augustine, when addressing the civil wars occur-

ring in the Iberian Peninsula .12 Another noted writer of the time was the Anglo-Saxon, Bede, 

whose “understanding of the term [just wars] is similar to Isidore’s in referencing defensive wars 

against invaders of the patria. More explicit in Bede is the linkage of divine favor with the pros-

ecution of defensive wars, implicitly contrasted in his narrative with a later incidence of an un-

just war, when in 684 the Northumbrian king Ecgfrith invaded Ireland though the Irish had done 

nothing to provoke the Northumbrians.”13  

 Warfare itself continued to evolve in Europe, to a point where mounted, armored knights 

and nobles reigned supreme on the battlefield. However, many of these men failed to live up to 

the virtues expected of them, especially with regard to non-combatants. In the 11th Century,14 

the Church tried to moderate the conduct of the nobility with the movements known as ‘The 

Peace of God’, that sought to limit violence against the poor, clergy and Church property and 

‘The Truce of God’ that tried to limit fighting to avoid certain days, such as Sundays and Feast 

Days.15 Though these movements had only limited results, the Church, by trying to apply its in-

 
 12. Isidore, The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, trans. Stephen A. Barney (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press, 2006), 359. 

 

 13. Phillip Wynn, Augustine on War and Military Service (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2013), 433. 

  

 14. From this point, all dates will be in the Common Era, so in the interest of brevity, the prefix AD will no 

longer be used. 

 

 15. H. E. J. Cowdrey, “The Peace and the Truce of God in the Eleventh Century”, Past & Present no. 46 

(February, 1970): 42-44, accessed September 19, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/649794. 
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terpretation of morality and ethics, emerged as “the ultimate arbiter of which types of wars to 

fight and under what circumstances. The crusading movement would be the ultimate expression 

of this theoretical power”16   

 The 13th Century Christian world was marked by violence, external and internal strife and 

greed. In 1237, a huge Mongol army defeated the combined armies of Poland, Hungary and the 

Teutonic Knights.17 During this same period, the increasing political power of the Roman Cath-

olic Church was felt throughout Christendom. “Prior to the 1st Crusade, Pope Gregory VII had 

commissioned the canon lawyer Anselm of Lucca to compile Augustine’s texts on just war for 

use against ... the Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV during the Investiture Controversy.... In 1096, 

Gregory’s protégé Pope Urban II used Anselm’s Collectio canonum in his preaching of an armed 

expedition to Jerusalem.”18  

On November 27, 1095, Pope Urban II preached an armed pilgrimage into the Holy 

Land, as a just war to free the Christians of the Middle East, and especially Jerusalem from Mus-

lim rule. The acts of the council have not been preserved, however, we have five accounts of the 

speech of Urban which were written by men who were present and heard him.19 The 1st Crusade 

managed to conquer Jerusalem on July 15, 1099, but lost the city to the Muslims under Saladin 

following the Battle of Hattin on July 4, 1187. The subsequent 2nd and 3rd Crusades failed to re-

 
 16. Robert Busek, “Defenders of the Faith: Augustine, Aquinas, and the Evolution of Medieval Just War 

Theory” Saber and Scroll, vol 2, iss. 1 (Winter 2013), 14, accessed March 26, 2017, 

http://digitalcommons.apus.edu/saberandscroll/vol2/iss1/3. 

 

 17. Brian Tierney and Sidney Painter, Western Europe in the Middle Ages, 300-1475 (New York, New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1974), 338. 

 

 18. Robert Busek, “Defenders of the Faith”, 14-15. 

 
 

 19. Medieval Sourcebook, “Urban II (1088-1099): Speech at Council of Clermont, 1095, Five versions of 

the Speech” (New York, NY: Fordham University, Center for Medieval Studies), accessed September 20, 2020, 

https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/urban2-5vers.asp.   
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take Jerusalem and the 4th Crusade instead captured Constantinople and established a short-lived 

Latin rule (1204-1261) over the city and eastern empire. The 5th Crusade ended in Egypt, with 

the only bright spot being the separate negotiations between the German Emperor Frederick II 

and the Muslims that resulted in Jerusalem returning to Christian control from 1229-1244. These 

five Crusades had come at great cost and for minimal gains for the Christians and Muslims alike, 

while the coffers of the nobility and kings were emptied to pay for an earthy redemption or re-

mission of sins. The 6th Crusade ended like its predecessor, disastrously in Egypt, with King 

Louis IX of France being captured and held for ransom.20 

The 13th Century witnessed a renewal in the authority and reach of the Popes in Rome, 

and was also active in consolidating the papal states under stricter control. Pope Innocent III , 

(Pope from 1198 to 1216), wielded religious, administrative, legal and military power that often 

clashed with the Holy Roman Emperor. At this point, the zeal for going on pilgrimages or Cru-

sades that had marked the preceding 130 years in Europe had begun to wane. It was also the time 

of Thomas Aquinas. 

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), was an intellectual giant and one of the greatest theolo-

gians of the Roman Catholic Church. He wrote on a wide variety of subjects, and was greatly in-

fluenced by the works of Aristotle. His best known and most widely referenced work, his Summa 

Theologiae, addressed his central thesis, that God created Man as a rationale creature, a creature 

that through his ability to reason, was separate from all other animals. Through reason, people 

determine what is morally correct, and if people act contrary to reason, then they act immorally. 

Central to Aquinas’ thought, are his writings on Natural Law and its relationship to man-made 

 
 20. J. H. Moran Cruz, Rulers and Religion (lectures, Georgetown University, Washington, DC, March 28, 

2017, April 4, 2017 and April 11, 2017). 
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laws, what he calls Human Law. Natural Law according to Aquinas, is not produced or does not 

exist, as a set of written external rules that humans refer to, but are general rules that  any ration-

al human being can recognize, what he refers to as universal ‘Primary Precepts’. If humans act 

according to reason, they are acting in accordance with natural law, or acting morally. Aquinas 

relates these universal ‘Primary Precepts’ to Human Law, or ‘Secondary Precepts’, which are 

developed by society or government, not necessarily by reason, and that are only morally accept-

able if they follow Natural Law. 21 

Aquinas integrates these concepts into his thoughts about the roles of men and women in 

society, and derived from those concepts, their roles as combatants or non-combatants. Both men 

and women had a place in Medieval society, in accordance with Natural Law, which is, that “the 

human male and female are united, not only for generation, as with other animals, but also for 

the purpose of domestic life, in which each has his or her particular duty.”22 For women, that 

duty did not include being a combatant.  

Thomas Aquinas was perfectly placed in time and location to write about war. Aquinas 

was born at his family’s castle in the Kingdom of Sicily, into a family of lessor nobility but one 

with a rich military heritage derived from the wars that had ravaged Italy for the previous 200 

years. “This family background and the Saint’s recurrent exposure to it, are reasons enough for 

us to expect that Brother Aquinas would possess as a matter of course a wide and precise know-

ledge of military affairs.”23 In 1230, at the age of five, Aquinas was sent to the Benedictine mon-

 
 21. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Prima Secundae, 203-210.  

 

 22. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Prima Pars, 417. 

 

 23. Edward A. Synan, “St. Thomas Aquinas and the Profession of Arms”, Mediaeval Studies, vol. 50 

(Toronto, CA: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1988), 406. 
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astery of Monte Cassino to begin his formal religious education. This did not mean however, that 

he would escape the ravages and effects of war. By 1239, Frederick II and the Papacy, now led 

by Pope Gregory IX, (Pope from 1227 to 1241), had resumed their on-again-off-again conflict. 

Following Frederick’s defeat of the Pope’s allies, the Lombard League, Pope Gregory IX again 

excommunicated Frederick.24 The emperor’s forces began attacking the Church.  For young 

Thomas Aquinas, war became reality when “the Benedictine Monastery of Monte Cassino, 

where he was a boarding student and oblate, was put to fire and sword by cavalry of Frederick II. 

… Eleven monks were run through and burned to death.”25 Aquinas returned to his home and for 

the next four to five months, he undoubtedly became very familiar with the language, motiva-

tions, training, equipment and routine of the soldiers in his father’s employ. The seeds of Thomas 

Aquinas’ future military theological writings were planted in that fateful Spring and Summer, 

seeds that would later germinate, culminating in his writings on Just War doctrine.  

 In the Fall of 1239, at the age of 14, Aquinas was sent to the Benedictine house adjacent 

to the University of Naples to continue his religious education. The Kingdom of Naples was the 

nexus of four totally different civilizations: Muslim ‘Saracens’, Norman conquerors, Latins and 

Greeks. Aquinas was introduced to a broad range of religious and philosophical works and auth-

ors and was fortunate to be “where newly-discovered works of Aristotle were studied more ea-

gerly and freely than was the case in Paris”.26 Over the next five years, Aquinas devoured the 

 
 24. On 29 September 1227, Pope Innocent III had excommunicated Frederick II on grounds that he had 

failed in his earlier (1225) oath to Pope Honorius III to go on a Crusade to the Holy Lands. In 1230, the Pope lifted 

Frederick's excommunication at the Treaty of Ceprano. 
 

 25. Michael Novak, “Aquinas and the Heretics”, First Things: America's Most Influential Journal of 

Religion and Public Life (December 1995), accessed April 2, 2017, 

https://www.firstthings.com/article/1995/12/aquinas-and-the-heretics. 
 
 

 26. Peter Kwasniewski, “The Life of St. Thomas Aquinas and His Greatest Work”, 1 Peter 5,  March 7, 

2017, accessed March 22, 2017, https://www.onepeterfive.com/life-st-thomas-aquinas-greatest-work/. 
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religious texts traditionally being studied and just as importantly, discovered the scientific and 

philosophical works that had only been recently translated from Greek and Arabic. 

 In the Fall of 1245, Aquinas set out for Paris where was to spend the better part of the 

next three years, completing his novitiate while studying the liberal arts at the University of Paris 

and simultaneously studying theology under Albertus Magnus at the College of St. James.27 In 

1248, Albertus Magnus was ordered to Cologne to teach at a new studium generale; he decided 

to take his pupil Aquinas with him.28 The next four years were formative ones for Aquinas. Al-

bertus “had the young man moved to a cell beside his own, took him on walks, and invited him 

to draw on his own stores of knowledge.... Aquinas began his commentary on the Ethics of Aris-

totle.”29 He also began to write about war and peace. 

 Prior to his death on March 7, 1274, Thomas Aquinas had written extensively on jus ad 

bellum and jus in bello in portions of his Summa Theologiae and elsewhere. Augustine had laid 

the foundation for Aquinas, but Aquinas distilled the teachings of Augustine into the theological 

and philosophical model that Aquinas had developed in over 50 years of study. He expanded 

 Augustine’s criteria on just wars with another, that a just cause is required.30
 

 
 

 27. Historians have long disputed whether Thomas studied in Paris, or whether he even traveled to Paris in 

1245. Recent scholarship has indicated that Thomas undoubtedly studied both the arts and theology while in Paris 

from 1245-1248. For more, see https://isidore.co/calibre/get/pdf/5927, 18-24.  
 
 

 28. Daniel Kennedy, "St. Albertus Magnus", The New Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 1 (New York, NY: 

Robert Appleton Company, 1907), accessed March 28, 2017, http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/01264a.htm.  

Albertus Magnus (c. 1200-1280) was a distinguished and early (1223) member of the Order of Preachers, a scientist, 

scholar and champion of the teachings of Aristotle. He is known more today for his philosophical than his theo-

logical writings. The study of Aristotle brought him to study and comment on the teachings of Muslim academics, 

notably Avicenna and Averroes (Averroes, the twelfth-century Muslim commentator on Aristotle, exercised a strong 

influence on Latin scholastics from about 1230 onwards).… Magnus’ application of Aristotelean methods and prin-

ciples to the study of revealed doctrine gave to the world the scholastic system which embodies the reconciliation of 

reason and Orthodox faith. He was declared a saint of the Catholic Church in 1931.  
 

 29. “Saint Thomas Aquinas, Confessor, Doctor of the Church—1226-1274”, Lives of Saints (New York, 

NY: John J. Crawley & Co., Inc., 1954), accessed April 2, 2017,   

https://www.ewtn.com/library/MARY/TOMAQUIN.htm. 
 

 30. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Secunda Secundae, 388. 
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 In his Summa Theologiae, Aquinas addresses moral, ethical and religious issues through 

the posing of a question, noting contemporary views on the question, drafts replies to those 

views and then answers the question using theological and philosophical arguments. He buttres-

sed each of his replies and answers with references to the Gospels, to other theologians and to 

philosophers such as Aristotle and Augustine. Aquinas speaks “first about God (Prima Pars), 

then about the movement of the rational creature toward God (Secunda Pars), and finally about 

Christ who, according to his humanity, is for us the way that leads toward God (Tertia Pars).”31 

It is no accident that Aquinas decided to address just war in the Secunda Pars, as he analyzes the 

theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity. In Aquinas’ view peace and its antithesis, war, are 

all about charity. Aquinas agreed with Augustine that violence is endemic to the world due to or-

iginal sin, that war could never be eradicated from the world, but through the charity and grace 

of Jesus Christ, that violence could be mitigated. “The framework of charity provided an opening 

through which evangelical inspiration could enter into his treatment of war and peace.”32 In con-

cluding his thoughts on charity and war, Aquinas wrote, “Peace is the work of justice indirectly, 

insofar as justice removes the obstacles to peace: but it is the work of charity directly, since char-

ity, according to its very nature, causes peace.”33 

 In his Summa Theologiae, Aquinas examines in systematic detail the universal morality 

of war. Briefly, Thomas Aquinas espouses that there are three criteria that must be met for a war 

to be just: 

 
 31. Jean-Pierre Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas: Volume 1, The Person and His Work, trans. Robert Royal 

(Washington, DC: The Catholic University Press, 1996), 148. 
 

 32. Gregory M. Reichberg, Thomas Aquinas on War and Peace (New York, NY: Cambridge University 

Press, 2016), 9.   

 

 33. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Secunda Secundae, 297. 
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• The natural order conducive to peace among mortals demands that the 

power to declare and counsel war should be in the hands of those who 

hold the supreme authority. 
 

• A just cause is required, namely that those who are attacked, should be 

attacked because they deserve it on account of some fault. 
 

• It is necessary that the belligerents should have a rightful intention, so that 

they intend the advancement of good, or the avoidance of evil. 34 

 

 Aquinas directly addresses the question of ‘War’ in his replies to the four articles of 

Question 40 in his Summa Theologiae, Secunda Secundae. In his answer to the first question, 

‘Whether It Is Always Sinful to Wage War?’, Aquinas wrote that it was not always sinful, as 

long as his three criteria were met. Aquinas’ answer to the second question, ‘Whether It Is Law-

ful for Clerics and Bishops to Fight?’, is directly related to his experiences with the Crusades. 

Aquinas quotes from Aristotle about the inconsistencies of certain occupations so that they can’t 

be exercised simultaneously, cites the Gospels (Timothy and Corinthians) about secular entan-

glements and the requirement for clerics to avoid shedding blood since they minister at the alter 

and he determined that, “it is altogether unlawful for clerics to fight, because war is directed to 

the shedding of blood.”35 The answer to the third question, ‘Whether It Is Lawful to Lay Am-

bushes in War’, reflects Aquinas’ times. He determines that ambushes are legitimate forms of 

warfare, especially when waged against unbelievers. He cites the writings of Ambrose and 

Augustine, the Gospel of Matthew, and illustrating his depth of military knowledge, the Book on 

Strategy by the Roman soldier Sextus Frontius (AD 40–103).36 

 Aquinas’ answers and the three criteria served as the basis for future theologians, jurists 

 
 

 34. Ibid., 387-388. 
 

 35. Ibid., 390. 
 
 

 36. Ibid., 392. 
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and statesmen to codify when and how to wage just wars, and are the genesis of the current prac-

tice under international law of not purposely harming clerics and other religious persons during 

times of war. They would also serve as the foundation for future restrictions or authorizations for 

various means of waging war, as well as, tangentially, the types of weapons that can legally be 

used in war. 

 Aquinas’ responses to the question, ‘Whether it is Lawful to Kill a Man in Self-

Defense?’, Article 7, of Question 6437 in Summa Theologiae, Secunda Secundae, and Question 

73, Article 8 in Prima Secunda, ‘Whether Sin is Aggravated by Reason of its Causing More 

Harm?’38, have served as the basis for the principle of ‘Double Effect’39, which reflected upon 

what we actually mean by ‘actions’, ‘intentions’ and ‘consequences’. With respect to a just war, 

‘Double Effect’ was then translated as, “When it comes to the question of killing innocents, the 

general answer we find in just war theory is that it is never permissible. Perhaps the most im-

portant of all jus in bello conditions is discrimination between combatants and non-combatants 

entailing complete non-combatant immunity.”40 

 In his works, Aquinas tied together thousands of years of reasoning by writers of the Old 

and New Testaments, Christian doctrine and dogma; and the Greek and Roman teachers and phil-

 
 37. Ibid., 609-610. 

 

 38. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Prima Secundae, 40-41. 

 

 39. A classical formulation of ‘Double Effect ‘ reasoning is as follows: “1. The action itself is morally 

good, or at least morally neutral; 2. The agent intends only the good effect and not the bad effect; 3. The bad effect 

is not the means for achieving the good effect; 4. The good effect is proportionate to the bad effect. As long as these 

four criteria are met, the action would be morally justified”. Becket Gremmels, “Double Effect”, Ethics and Medics, 

38, no. 1 (January 2013): 1, accessed September 29, 2020, 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5e3ada1a6a2e8d6a131d1dcd/t/5eea237215c4c63b49a23256/1592408826974/

NCBC_EM_January2013.pdf.  

  

 40. Stipe Buzar, “The Principle of Double Effect and Just War Theory”, Philosophia (May, 2020) 48:1309, 

accessed September 30, 2020, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11406-020-00209-2. 
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osophers. He set the stage for others to follow when writing on just war, combatants and non-

combatants, and the adoption and application of this knowledge into military theory, policies and 

activities.  

 The Crusades and the other religious conflicts prevalent in Aquinas’ time were a driving 

force behind his theological and philosophical determinations about just war. But just as Aquinas 

built upon the foundation that Augustine laid in light of the changing world of the 13th Century, 

others followed Aquinas to reconcile his work with the changes taking place in the next 700 

years. With the framework in place for determining what constituted a just war, from the 13th 

through 19th Centuries, the focus of effort by various writers was on the increasing importance of 

protecting non-combatants from the effects of war. This was especially true with respect to 

women. 

 One hundred years after the death of Aquinas, the Provençal Benedictine monk, Honoré 

Bonet (1340-1410), expanded upon Aquinas’ reasoning about the laws of war in his work  

L'arbre des batailles, (The Tree of Battles), written about 1385. The noted French female author, 

Christine de Pisan, who was greatly influenced by Bonet, wrote about jus in bello in her book of 

1410,  Livre des fais d'armes et de chevalerie, (The Book of Deeds of Arms and of Chivalry), “In 

the exercise of arms, many great wrongs, extortions and grievous deeds are committed, as well as 

rapines, killings, forced executions and arsons.... As for the evils that are committed outside of 

what is right in war ... these are not the result of what is right in war, but of the evil will of peo-

ple who misuse war.”41 She also took up the subject of non-combatant immunity by discussing 

the imprisonment of people not involved in fighting, “defining them as ‘labourers, shepherds and 

 
 41. Christine de Pisan, The Book of Deeds of Arms and of Chivalry, ed. Charity Cannon Willard, trans. 

Sumner Willard (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), 14. 
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such folk’, and concluded that it was only lawful to imprison them if they had assisted the en-

emy, for it is not their ‘office’ to be involved in wars.”42 

 The Polish cleric Stanislaw of Skarbimierz, expanded upon the definition of just wars, 

when he published a sermon in 1410 titled, On Just Wars, “in which he drew on canon and nat-

ural law to argue that pagans had the right to their own state, and to defend it.”43 The Spanish 

Dominican, Francisco de Vitoria, at the School of Salamanca, in 1532 expanded on Aquinas’ 

views on Natural Law and just wars by adding additional criteria to those of Aquinas, when he 

rose in defense of the rights of the native inhabitants of the New World.44 The additional criteria 

recognized Thomas’ view that wars are inevitable but postulated that war should only be waged 

as a last resort. Vitoria also postulated on the killing of non-combatants, writing “It follows that 

... we may not kill children, who are obviously innocent, nor women, who are to be presumed 

innocent at least as far as the war is concerned (unless, that is, it can be proved of a particular 

women that she was implicated in guilt).”45 He also expanded upon Aquinas’ principle of 

‘Double Effect’ or as it became known as, ‘discrimination’, with, “In the storming of a fortress 

or town garrisoned by the enemy but full of innocent inhabitants ... it does not seem to me per-

missible to kill a large number of innocent people by indiscriminate bombardment in order to 

 
 42. Lucy Lynch, “Protecting the Non-combatant: Chivalry, Codes and the Just War Theory”, Ex Historia, 

vol. 6, (2014): 67, accessed September 29, 2020, 

https://humanities.exeter.ac.uk/media/universityofexeter/collegeofhumanities/history/exhistoria/volume6/Protecting

_the_non-combatant.pdf. 

  

 43. Robert Frost, The Oxford History of Poland-Lithuania: Volume I: The Making of the Polish-Lithuanian 

Union, 1385-1569 (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2015), 124. 
 

 

 44. Francisco de Vitoria, De Indis, The Alexander Hamilton Institute for the Study of Western Civilization, 

(2013), accessed September 28, 2020, http://theahi.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Francisco-de-Vitoria-on-
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defeat a small number of enemy combatants. Finally, it is never lawful to kill innocent people, 

even accidentally and unintentionally, except when it advances a just war which cannot be won 

in any other way.”46 

 Some of Vitoria’s contemporaries, such as the Italian jurist, Alberico Gentili, (1552-

1608), were not as liberal in their interpretations about who were non-combatants. In his view, 

the killing of women was permissible if they “undertook male duties”.47 Both Gentili and the 

Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) laid the foundations for international law based on Nat-

ural Law by expanding upon the works of Aquinas, Stanislaw and de Vitoria. Grotius in par-

ticular connected the concept of international law to Natural Law and the established the legal 

criteria for just war when he stated, “From the law of nature then which may also be called the 

law of nations, it is evident that all kinds of war are not to be condemned.”48 

 As Grotius was writing in Holland about the ‘law of nature’, just across the English 

Channel, the ‘Bard of England’, William Shakespeare (1564-1616), was captivating audiences 

with his plays, sonnets and poetry. In his works, the characters often evoked the social norms of 

England at the time, which, in a larger sense, illustrated and reflected the roles and attitudes that 

should be expected of and about men and women. In one of his tragedies, Macbeth, the charac-

ters speak in the vernacular of England while revealing the ‘laws of nature’ through their actions. 

One of the main characters, Lady Macbeth, wishes to be ‘unsexed’, or stripped of the gentler, 

feminine, personality traits in order to be able to murder King Duncan, something that she would 

not be able to do otherwise. This passage in the play reflects the social and cultural conventions 

 
 46. Ibid., 316. 
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http://www.constitution.org/gro/djbp_102.htm


 

64 

 

of the era, with women possessing the traits that would preclude them from killing:  

Come, you spirits 

That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here, 

And fill me, from the crown to the toe, top-full 

Of direst cruelty. Make thick my blood, 

Stop up th’access and passage to remorse, 

That no compunctious visitings of nature 

Shake my fell purpose, nor keep peace between 

Th’effect and it.49 
 

 

Lady Macbeth further reinforces these traits when she pretends to faint, as a trope of the time of-

ten portrayed females as being predisposed to do, upon hearing the news that the king had been 

murdered.50  

 Thus, fiction reflects the reality for late 16th and early 17th Century English and European 

women, people who were popularly deemed by secular and religious authorities to be incapable 

of killing and therefore, required all the protections that the law and society could provide. These 

protections, or lack thereof, were to be sorely tested in the years following Shakespeare’s death. 

 Gentili and Grotius were both writing during the Reformation, which led to the most 

bloody period of warfare between Christians ever known, especially the Thirty Years War, a war 

that devastated much of Western Europe, primarily in what is now Germany. At the center of the 

Reformation were theological issues related to what Protestant reformers “thought to be the orig-

inal purity of the Christian faith, and so the great reformers were in many respects negative and 

iconoclastic in their attacks upon the Catholic tradition.... Theological truth was arrived at not 

through religious experience, but rather, by logical deduction.”51 The roles of women in society, 

 
 49. William Shakespeare, “Macbeth”, The Complete Oxford Shakespeare, ed. Gary Taylor and Stanley 

Wells (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1987), 3:1313. 
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and especially in warfare, were of little consideration in this conflict that centered on Man’s rela-

tionship with God and the relationship between secular states and religion, not the relationship 

between men and women. What these wars of the Reformation did illustrate for jurists like 

Grotius and others, however, was just how far they needed to go in order to advance the prin-

ciples of jus in bello.52  

 The writings of Grotius, and the religious wars greatly influenced the Swiss jurist, 

Emmerich de Vattel (1714-1767), who was writing some 75 years after Grotius’ death. Vattel 

reasoned that all enemy citizens, including women, were potential enemies. Women and their 

roles came under his special scrutiny. “If the women wish to be spared-altogether, they must 

confine themselves to the occupations peculiar to their own sex, and not meddle with those of 

men, by taking up arms. Accordingly, the military law ... formally exempts those females who 

have committed any acts of hostility.”53 He further expanded upon his thinking concerning non-

combatants when he wrote, “But these are enemies who make no resistance; and consequently 

we have no right to maltreat their persons or use any violence against them, much less to take 

away their lives.”54 Unfortunately, this discrimination principle of ‘Double Effect’ was seldom 

adhered to. Although commanders often issued strict instructions to treat non-combatant civilians 

 
 

 52. The Thirty Year’s War, (1618-1648) devastated Europe. “The German Empire, including Alsace, but 
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remembered ... that the mortality among the civilian population was certainly as great in proportion, if not greater, 

than among the armies.... In Europe, it was equally, although in a different way, catastrophic.... The war solved no 

problem. Its effects, both immediate and indirect, were either negative or disastrous.” C. V. Wedgewood, The Thirty 

Years War (London, UK: Henderson and Spaulding, 1947), 515-516, 525-526. 
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 54. Emer de Vattel, The Law of Nations: or, Principles of the Law of Nature applied to the Conduct and 

Affairs of Nations and Sovereigns, ed. Joseph Chitty (Philadelphia, PA: T. & J. W. Johnson, Law Booksellers, 

1853), 315, accessed September 28, 2020, 

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/moa/AHN2062.0001.001?rgn=main;view=fulltext. 

   

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/moa/AHN2062.0001.001?rgn=main;view=fulltext


 

66 

 

humanely, especially women, the reality was that the emerging rules for conduct in war,  jus in 

bello, were frequently ignored or circumvented.  

 Medieval and Reformation writers did not concentrate on the roles of women in war, 

since they followed centuries of philosophical and theological thought with the continued de-

termination that women were non-combatants. They did, however, try to refine the concepts of 

jus in bello to insulate women from the effects of war.   

 In the 17th and 18th Centuries, a new world-view had emerged in Europe. This world-

view was no longer based upon the authority of Christian churches, or theology, nor Classical or 

Medieval philosophies, but based upon individual reason and rational evidence. This period, 

known as the Enlightenment, had for its ideal, “the duty of not entertaining any belief that is not 

warranted by rational evidence, which means by the assent of autonomous reason rather than 

biblical or ecclesiastical authority.”55 

 The ‘Old World’ and Enlightenment  principles were carried over to the ‘New World’,  

where a new republic was being formed. The founders of the new republic of the United States 

of America were heavily influenced by the authors, philosophers, theologians, poets and states-

men of the Enlightenment. One of these people was Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), who 

indirectly guided the ‘Founding Fathers’ to not only apply reason to concepts about forming a 

new republic, but to also “Look at all modern nations and read the histories of the ancient ones. 

Among all those strange and harsh cults, amid that prodigious diversity of customs and behavior, 

you will find everywhere the same ideas of justice and integrity, the same principles of morality, 

the same notions of good and evil.”56 The founders of the new republic, many of whom had the 
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benefit of a formal education that allowed them to read and study the writings of the theologians 

and philosophers of ancient, classical and modern eras, recognized the wisdom inherent in 

Rousseau’s writings and incorporated those thoughts into the rights and ideals so eloquently por-

trayed in the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of Confederation and the Constitution of 

the United States. The Declaration of Independence provides an excellent example of the moral 

vision and ‘worldview’ of the founders in the single phase, “We hold these truths to be self-

evident, that all Men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain un-

alienable Rights, among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness – That to secure 

these Rights, governments are instituted among Men.”57 

 

 

 The belief in the ‘divine Providence’58 of God extended beyond many of the founders and 

was infused in almost all aspects of life in 18th Century America. George Washington, when ap-

pointed to command the armies of the independent colonies, noted that “The fate of unborn mil-

lions will now depend, under God, on the courage and conduct of this army.”59  

 The Founders also realized that they would have to defend those rights and ideals, so they 

established in the Constitution the means by which armed forces would be created for the new 

republic. In Article 1, Section 8 of the Constitution, the Congress is to “provide for the common 

Defense ... to raise and support Armies ... To provide and maintain a Navy ... To make the Rules 

for the Government and Regulation of the land and naval Forces.”60 Thus, the Constitution be-

 
 

 57. The Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of the United States of America (Washington, 

DC: The Cato Institute, 2019), 9. 

 

 58. Ibid., 14. 

 

 59. David McCullough, 1776 (New York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 2005), 113. 

 

 60. Declaration of Independence and Constitution, 23-24. 

 



 

68 

 

stowed upon the Congress, not the President, the responsibility to ‘raise’ and ‘provide’ armed 

forces for the Nation.  However, under their concept of the division of power between the Legis-

lative and Executive Branches of the Federal Government, the President was given command of 

the army and navy that the Congress had raised or maintained. According to Article 2, Section 2, 

of the Constitution, the President shall be the “Commander in Chief of the Army and the 

Navy.”61 In formulating this system, they were undoubtably aware of the admonishments of  

Francisco De Vitoria, who in his ‘Third Proposition’ of De Indies, wrote, “the prince derives his 

authority from the State. Therefore he ought to use it for the good of the State. Also, laws ought 

‘not to be enacted for the private good of any individual, but in the common interest of all the 

citizens,’.... Therefore the rules relating to war ought to be for the common good of all and not 

for the private good of the prince.”62 

 The people who became the founders of the Republic were both pragmatists and people 

of faith. Included in the founding documents and others that they wrote, were the foundations for 

the United States military and the roles that men and women would have in the defense of the 

Nation. The Founders continued in the belief, established over the millennia, that women were 

almost always deemed to be non-combatants, unless they took up arms. From the earliest writ-

ings, it had been reasoned that war was “almost exclusively a male enterprise fought by men, 

with and against other men, for male-defined purposes and ends. Culturally, traditional ideas 

about gender roles identify men with war and soldiering, and women with peace and mothering. 

Women remain largely absent from ethical and policy debates regarding when to go to war, how 
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to fight a war, and whether resorting to war is morally justifiable.”63 That absence was present 

when the Republic was formed but that began to change over the next two centuries, and with it, 

thousands of years of cultural norms based upon the laws of nature, customs and traditions, re- 

ligious and philosophical beliefs and perspectives, all of which have defined Western Civiliza-

tion. 
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CHAPTER 3: 

 

 

 THE AMERICAN EXPERIENCE: THE HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL FACTORS 

LEADING TO THE POLICY CHANGE TO OPEN GROUND COMBAT ARMS 

SPECIALTIES TO WOMEN 

 
 

 Women have participated in every conflict involving the United States of America since 

its War of Independence from Great Britain.  Based upon their shared heritage, many cultural 

norms, common customs and traditions, it is not surprising that the British and their American 

counterparts have had similar experiences with assimilating and integrating women into their 

ranks. This should be expected from two countries sharing a distant colonial past and a similar 

Christian, Western legal and philosophical history. But, as events were to illustrate, centuries of 

Anglo-Saxon tradition and culture, a long history of women serving their country honorably and 

faithfully in times of crisis, and valid rationale for maintaining the status quo, all would be aban-

doned in short order in both countries.  

  Among the traditions common to both the United Kingdom and the United States was an 

aversion to maintaining a standing army, while insisting on sustaining a navy. In 1689, the Bill of 

Rights was passed by the British Parliament that curtailed the monarch’s power to suspend or im-

plement laws without Parliamentary consent. The Mutiny Act was also soon passed that required 

annual Parliamentary approval to continue a standing army. To this day, the continuation of the 

British Army depends on annual Parliamentary consent.1  

 Parliament in London, especially the House of Commons, periodically debated the need 

for a standing army. One member of the House, Mr. John Bance, during the debates over con-
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tinuing to keep British troops in Flanders during the war with Spain, summed up the feelings of 

most of his countrymen in a speech on the floor of the House on December 6, 1742. In his 

speech, Mr. Bance said in, 

war or peace, a numerous standing army kept within the island when we are not in a war 

amongst ourselves, I say, is inconsistent with our constitution. If we are to send an army 

abroad, let it be raised but let it be sent abroad as soon as possible; and when the war is 

over, and the army called home, let it be disbanded as soon as possible. This was our 

ancient method; this and this alone, is agreeable to our constitution.2 

 

 Another member of Parliament, during that same debate,  Mr. John Philips, espoused the 

need to maintain a navy, while stating his opposition to a standing army, “I ... declare my aver-

sion to a standing army.... a standing army is absolutely inconsistent with the liberties of Great 

Britain. Our naval force is our natural strength.... If we are in any danger from Spain ... it is by 

our naval force only that we can humble that haughty nation.”3 

 This same opposition to a standing army while maintaining a navy, and its recent exper-

ience leading up to and including the Revolutionary War, led to Britain’s former colony, the 

United States of America, to adopt a constitution that gave the Congress the power to, “raise and 

support Armies, but no Appropriation to that Use shall be for a longer term than two Years; to 

provide and maintain a Navy.”4 

  In the American Revolutionary War and in the early years of the Republic, women who 

accompanied the army were known as ‘camp followers’ and served as laundresses, cooks, an-

 
 2. William Corbett, Corbett’s Parliamentary History of England, 1741-1743, vol. 12 (London: T.C. 
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imal herders and water bearers, usually accompanying their husbands from location to location. 

They also served as ‘nurses’, tending the ill and wounded men, although few if any, had any 

medical training other than folk medicine. General George Washington unsuccessfully attempted 

to reduce the number of women in his camps as he “feared that their presence would create the 

impression that the Continental army was a standing army. In addition, Washington feared the 

women would divert the men or impede operations.”5 He eventually acquiesced to their exis-

tence, knowing that many of his men would desert the army rather than desert their wives if the 

women were banned from camp. So routine was the practice, that the Continental Army’s “log-

istical service adopted the British practice and set aside rations for the women, at a ratio of one 

woman for every fifteen men.”6 

 These American women participated primarily in support roles, although some women 

dressed and acted as males, serving until they were either found out and discharged, or the war 

that they were participating in was over. Notable among the exceptions to this general rule was 

Deborah Sampson, who fought in the American Revolution. She served under the name, Robert 

Shurtliff in 1782-83, until she became ill, was discovered, and was then mustered out of service 

with an Honorable Discharge. She was later granted a pension for her wartime service, one of 

only two pensions that were granted to women in the Revolutionary War.7 Another exception 

was to the so-called ‘Molly Pitcher’, who assumed her husband’s position as a member of a can-

non crew when he was wounded. Two different women fit this description, Mary Ludwig Hayes 
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and Margaret Corbin. Both women have been identified with the pseudonym of Molly Pitcher, 

but Corbin has the stronger claim to the name, as she was the only woman other than Sampson to 

be awarded a pension for her honorable service.8 

 During the expansion of the western frontier of the country throughout the 19th Century, 

women helped to defend their isolated farms and homesteads from criminals and attacks by Na-

tive American tribes, but these were more of a civil nature than as a result of national military 

policy. Women did not have an active role in military operations until 1861, when Dorothea Dix 

was appointed by Secretary of War, Simon Cameron, to be the Superintendent of Nurses for the 

Union Army. Eventually, over 3,000 women became nurses serving with the Union Army, most 

as civilians employed by the United States Sanitary Commission, with others being Protestant 

volunteers and Catholic Sisters of Charity. These women administered to both Union and Con-

federate wounded with mixed results. Few of the women who volunteered as nurses had any 

medical training, with the exception of the Sisters of Charity, who were trained nurses, and all of 

the nurses also served as cooks and laundresses, performing any other duties that doctors would 

assign them to do. Superintendent Dix herself contributed to those mixed results. “Biographer 

David Gollaher, the first scholar to have access to all of her papers, has suggested that she suf-

fered from depression at several times during her life, and that she experienced a type of mental 

breakdown”, prior to the war.9 Dix was a fervent anti-Catholic and reflecting the times, she re-

fused to cooperate with the hundreds of Catholic Sisters of Charity, fearing that they would also 

try to convert wounded Protestant soldiers to Catholicism. As Civil War historian George Adams 
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noted, one of Dorothea Dix’s “oddities was the resolute anti-Catholic feeling which made her re-

fuse an appointment to a Catholic woman. She discriminated against Catholic nurses, lay or re-

ligious, despite the fact that the doctors preferred the nuns.”10  

 These issues with Dix led to the War Department to issue General Order 351 in 1863, 

that brought all nurses under the operational control of the Union Army’s Medical Department. 

The then-Secretary of War, Edwin Stanton, directed that nurses when on-duty, were under the 

exclusive control of the senior medical officer who had the authority to not only assign duties to 

nurses but could “discharge them for incompetence, insubordination or violation of his orders.”11 

Dix continued in her position as Superintendent of Nurses, but from that point until she resigned 

at the end of the war, she maintained only an administrative position, not an operational role. 

Following the end of the war, nurses who tended to the needs of wounded Union and Confed-

erate soldiers alike, returned to their antebellum occupations.  

 American society east of the Mississippi River was changing, dramatically. Churches be-

gan to be seen as a force for social change, rather than as just a means of attaining individual 

grace. Millions of new immigrants were coming to America, bringing with them new ideas and 

social norms, while trying to adjust to a new life in a country itself undergoing radical change. 

Science and technology, as it were, began to reshape the intellectual and cultural aspects of so-

ciety. The intellectual and philosophical underpinnings of the Protestant churches in the post-

Civil War period were strained by the forces of the Industrial Revolution and these new citizens. 

Unlike the Catholic Church, the religion of many of the new immigrants, that refused to alter its 

centuries-old dogma, the Protestant churches struggled to “harmonize dogma and revealed reli-
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gion with the new forces of science and society.... this application of the scientific method to re-

ligion, paved the way for the rejection of much that seemed incongruous or inapplicable to mod-

ern life.” 12 The conflict between secular and religious aspects of society that was to mark many 

of the changes in the roles of women in America gained greater impetus in this period. 

 Education for children of both sexes became much more readily available at all levels, 

from grammar schools to universities. This brought forth a new approach to secular activities, so-

cial awareness, class conflict, journalism and human rights. The requirements of business and in-

dustry demanded more specialized knowledge, but this specialization in the workforce was per-

ceived as the purview of men; women did not participate in the management of industry and 

commerce. Women were relegated to working on the factory floor, not in the office spaces above 

it. One outlet for intellectual and professional growth for women was the medical field, nursing 

in particular. But for women and the American army, use of that outlet had to wait until the clos-

ing of the western frontier.  

 During and after the Civil War, army life on the frontier was unchanging in its monotony, 

its hardships, its long periods of boredom interspersed with a few moments of life and death ex-

citement. Women did not serve in uniform, but instead served with their men in the small, iso-

lated posts that dotted the western landscape. For the women married to soldiers, life was hard. 

With their enlisted husbands earning a mere $13 a month, women worked to augment their hus-

band’s pay, mainly as ‘camp followers’ always had, menial, hard labor was their lot in life. An 

army company on the frontier might have anywhere from 75 to 150 enlisted soldiers in the ranks. 

Some of these soldiers were married and if so, their wives were seen as undesirable influences on 
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their husbands and any expenses borne of that union were usually paid for out of the soldier’s 

pocket.  “Each company rated four laundresses who received rations and compensation. In 1875 

there were 1,316, mostly the wives of enlisted men. In 1878 Congress, reflecting a growing but 

not unchallenged opinion in the army that laundresses caused more bother than justified, struck 

them from the rolls.”13 Officers’ wives fared somewhat better than the wives of enlisted soldiers, 

but they still shared the same hardships of the frontier that were common to all. Moving from 

post to post in pursuit of the various plains tribes was a hardship in itself. As Elizabeth Custer, 

wife of General George Armstrong Custer was to relate, “If the officers could have afforded to 

buy a wagon and mules and hire a teamster, the deprivations of their families would have been 

lessened, but they were not only too poor, but we women were only allowed on the march on 

sufferance by the higher authorities.”14 

 Nurses did not exist on the frontier posts. Large posts might have a doctor assigned to it 

but the smaller posts made do with hospital stewards, enlisted soldiers who had somewhat sus-

pect medical expertise, usually dependent upon his length of service, since there was no formal-

ized medical training available to hospital stewards. They were assisted by other soldiers detailed 

from the companies assigned to the post. These assistants also acted as cooks, with one ‘nurse’ 

and one ‘cook’ per company. The problem with this system is that “no one wanted the job. The 

duties that the men had to perform did not suit them.... Company officers and first sergeants gen-

erally detailed the most shiftless and unpromising privates to hospital duty, as a means of shunt-
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ing them out of the company.”15 Woe to the poor soldier who became ill with anything other than 

a minor illness; he usually would not survive going to the post hospital.  

 While the ‘higher authorities’ in the army tried to limit the presence of women in the var-

ious posts and camps, women were “Greatly outnumbered by the men, revered, protected and 

exalted as mandated by Victorian mores.... women introduced an element of grace, refinement 

and comfort to garrison life conspicuously lacking at the few primitive posts to which none could 

go.”16 In 1890, the last battle of the ‘Indian Wars’ was fought, which brought to a close many of 

the now non-essential camps and posts on the frontier. With these closures also came the end of 

an era, for women would no longer be ‘camp followers’ in the traditional sense, but began to 

claim a position of their own in the army, that of permanent nurses.  

 In the closing years of the century, nursing was still viewed as a suspect occupation by 

many American men and women. Under the mores of the late 19th Century, tending to the per-

sonal needs of strange men was not viewed as acceptable behavior for women. This perception 

reflected the American culture of the times, a period when a woman’s place was in the home. 

The turn of the century brought about a fundamental change in this perception, primarily as a 

result of the recently concluded, 90-day long, Spanish-American War of 1898. During the war, 

the US Army did not have nurses in uniform, but instead hired female civilian nurses to tend to 

the wounded and ill soldiers. Issues arose with respect to the professionalism, training and de-

ployability of civilian contract and volunteer nurses, problems which were reflected in the 385 
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men killed in combat, while another 2,061 died as a result of illness and disease.17 Until 1901 the 

nursing establishment was informally organized, created by the Executive Branch’s War Depart-

ment in response to need rather than formally by an act of Congress. Under the Army Reorgan-

ization Act of 1901, “Congress finally took action that placed the Nurse Corps ‘on the same foot-

ing with the Hospital Corps, as an integral and permanent part or the Army’. The Army Nurse 

Corps now became a matter of law rather than a departmental regulation, its members to be ap-

pointed to the Medical Department rather than hired by contract.”18 Nurses recruited into the 

Nurse Corps had to have completed a two-year or longer nursing school and were signed on for a 

three-year period of duty. But with the miniscule size of the US Army, at no point in the next de-

cade were there more than 100 nurses serving on active duty.  

 When the First World War broke out in Europe in August 1914, the Army Nurse Corps 

was woefully unprepared. The Army sent teams of observers to France to gain insights into the 

experiences of the French and British armies. Some of the lessons learned involved observing the 

medical practices of the armies in the field, which led to the rapid increase in the number of 

nurses in the Nurse Corps. In April 1917, when the United States entered World War I, the Army 

had a total of 403 active duty nurses. “By the end of the war, 21,480 women served in the Army 

Nurse Corps, rendering service ‘beyond expectations’.... Over 10,000 of these nurses were de-

ployed overseas during the war ... Although no US Army nurses died as a direct result of enemy 

action, 3 were wounded by shellfire and 272 died of disease (primarily tuberculosis, influenza, 
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and pneumonia).”19 

 The Navy Nurse Corps was authorized in 1908 and upon entry into the war, the US Navy 

had 160 nurses on active duty, all women, since nursing at that time in the American naval and 

military forces was then considered as a female occupation. More than 1,476 US Navy nurses 

served in naval and military hospitals stateside and overseas, primarily in England and France 

near the ports of embarkation and debarkation. These nurses also tended to injured and ill Mar-

ines, as well as sailors, since the US Marine Corps, then as now, does not have its own medical 

establishment but relies on the US Navy for its medical services. No Navy nurses were killed in 

action but estimates are that over 100 of these Navy nurses perished in the Spanish Flu epidemic 

which swept through crowded military camps, hospitals, ships and ports of embarkation between 

1918 and 1920.20  

  During the war, the US Navy led the way for women in an entirely different manner than 

had ever been seen before, as women were authorized to enlist for service as something other 

than nurses. With the hasty wartime expansion of the Navy and Marine Corps, an acute manpow-

er shortage quickly became apparent. The solution to that problem was found in the unassuming 

language of the Naval Act of 1916. Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels, in reviewing the 

law, concluded that the language did not prohibit women from enlisting in the Navy Reserve, 

just the active forces. “As in previous wars, women were prohibited from joining the Navy.... 

The act declared that the reserve force within the US Navy would consist of those who had prior 

 
 19. Army Heritage Center Foundation, “Army Nurses of World War One: Service Beyond Expectations”,    

accessed July 15, 2020, https://www.armyheritage.org/75-information/soldier-stories/217-army-nurses-of-world-
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naval service ... or ‘all persons who may be capable of performing special useful service for 

coastal defense.’ This last element contained the loop-hole that allowed women to enlist.”21 

 The Navy began recruiting women under the title ‘Yeoman (F)’ for duties that entailed 

administrative and clerical work, which soon expanded into such diverse roles as mechanics, 

truck drivers, cryptographers, telephone operators, and munitions makers. “Women likewise 

swamped Marine Corps recruiting stations when enrollment was opened to females in August 

1918, and some 350 signed up before hostilities ceased in November.”22 The approximately 

11,000 women of the Yeomen (F) and Marine Reserve (F) enlisted for the standard period of 

four years. With the Armistice in November 1918, the Navy ceased enlisting and determined that 

the women already enlisted could continue to serve until their enlistments expired, which would 

be no later than the end of 1922. At the conclusion of the war, the women who remained in the 

inactive reserve status until their four-year enlistment was up, each received a retainer of $1.00 

per month until their enlistment expired and were authorized to wear the Good Conduct Medal 

and the World War I Victory Medal and receive the same post-enlistment benefits as their male 

counterparts.23 However, Congress viewed the situation differently from the Department of the 

Navy and the Naval Appropriations Act of 1919 placed both Navy and Marine female reservists 

on inactive duty. Therefore, to comply with the law, by a special act, the Secretary of the Navy 

Josephus Daniels, cut short all female enlistments to ensure that all women would be discharged 
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by October 24, 1920.  

 Despite the precedent-setting efforts of the US Navy and Marine Corps, the US Army did 

not choose to enlist women during the war. As a result, thousands of patriotic women joined var-

ious service and volunteer organizations that served with American forces on the Western Front. 

These organizations included such varied groups as the American Red Cross, the Salvation 

Army, the National League for Woman’s Service (NLWS), the Young Women’s Christian 

Association (YMCA), the American Friends Service Committee, the Woman’s Land Army of 

America, which accomplished agricultural work in the United States, and dozens of other civil-

ian voluntary and pseudo-military groups. 24 

 General John J. “Black Jack” Pershing, the commanding general of the American Exped-

itionary Force (AEF), was adamant that he wanted a United States Army that would have its own 

sector of the Western Front, that it would serve under American commanders and that it would 

fight in accordance with American tactics, training, and traditions. Any measure or policy that 

helped the AEF to reach those goals was welcome. A hard taskmaster, he saw that weak com-

munications could be a potential ‘Achilles Heel’ for his command and as such, he demanded the 

very best equipment and personnel be made available. The equipment could be obtained rather 

quickly, but the qualified personnel were not so readily available. At that time, the Army Signal 

Corps was very much a 19th Century instrument, with very few telephone operators, who were all 

male by law. This was not going to stop Pershing, who looked outside the Army for assistance. 

“The perfection of our communication system in the AEF demanded the most modern terminal, 

station and line equipment.... One of the crying needs ... was for experienced operators.... I re-

 
 24. National Museum of American History, “Women in World War I” under Women’s Uniforms, accessed 
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quested that a number of experienced telephone girls who could speak French be sent over.... 

Some doubt existed among the members of the staff as to the wisdom of this step, but it soon 

vanished as the increased efficiency of our telephone system became apparent.”25 

 Precluded by Federal law from recruiting women, the Army was able to ‘employ’ 450 

civilian female switchboard operators in what became known as the ‘Signal Corps Female Tele-

phone Operators Unit’, made up of women who were bilingual in English and French, 223 of 

whom served at the American Expeditionary Force Headquarters in France and other European 

locations from March 1918 until the end of the war. However, unlike their Navy and Marine 

Corps sisters, these women were considered to be only civilian employees rather than enlisted 

soldiers and therefore they were ineligible to receive Honorable Discharges and veteran’s bene-

fits from the Army at war’s end.26 Instead, they simply returned to their civilian jobs in the rap-

idly expanding corporate telephone companies of the private sector. 

 Despite these humble beginnings, the impact of women on the war effort was immense. 

“Women were factors in the manufacture of shells, powder and munitions of all sorts. They tilled 

the soil and harvested immense quantities of food stuffs.... They released hundreds of thousands 

of able men for the fighting forces of the nation. They entered by the thousands into the admin-

istrative offices of federal, state and municipal governments.”27 

 Not everyone, however, wanted women to serve in the military and naval services during 
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the war. Feminist pacifists, who led the critiques of the war in the years between 1914 and 1917, 

were adamantly opposed to the war. Female suffragettes were opposed to women serving in the 

military forces of a nation in which they did not have the right to vote. Under the leadership of 

Jane Addams and Carrie Chapman Catt, the Woman’s Peace Party (WPP) was founded in 1915. 

The WPP embraced women’s suffrage, arbitration and negotiation of conflicts, disarmament and 

adoption of what became known as the ‘maternalistic politics’ of middle-class women. “Women, 

according to the WPP preamble, were the ‘mother half of humanity’.... Maternal pacifists con-

ceptualized motherhood as a unique biological, social and political stand-point.... It was mother-

hood that legitimated and motivated women’s condemnation of war ... Women all the world over 

have one passion and one vocation, and that is the creation and preservation of human life.”28 

 With America’s entry into the war, the voices of the WPP and similar organizations were 

drowned out by other women’s organizations. The former president of the National American 

Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), Anna Howard Shaw, became a driving force in mobil-

izing American women for the war effort. “Organizations like Shaw’s went to great lengths to 

assure the nation that women would not become ‘masculinized’ by stepping outside of their tra-

ditional roles and stepping into jobs traditionally held by men – the men who were now marching 

off to war.”29 

 The impetus behind many of these women’s organizations was obtaining the right to 

vote. Many suffragists were cooperating with President Wilson, who did not support the right of 
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women to vote, in the hope of changing his opposition to women’s suffrage. Through their sup-

port of the war effort, women demonstrated that their claim to full citizenship was indeed a valid 

one. Finally, a little more than a month prior to the end of the war, President Wilson decided to 

support women’s right to vote. With his support, Congress passed and the states ratified, the 

Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution of the United States. Twenty million women had won 

the right to vote. 

 But for most military women, the end of the war brought to an end their honorable ser-

vice in uniform. Beginning in December 1918, with the exception of female nurses, women were 

quickly discharged from the Navy and Marine Corps and the numerous service and volunteer or-

ganizations disbanded their military activities. The ‘War to End All Wars’ brought peace to the 

world for all of 21 years. 

 The interwar years between 1918 and 1939 were challenging years for the country. With 

the ‘return to normalcy’, tens of thousands of soldiers, sailors and Marines returned to their pre-

war occupations or sought new employment opportunities in the booming economy of the 1920s. 

Many women who had been working outside of the home for the very first time yearned to con-

tinue to do so, and thousands did. However, the decade following the end of the war came to an 

abrupt and disastrous halt with the stock market crash of October 1929 and the ensuing world-

wide ‘Depression’. The American armed forces felt the impact of severe budget cuts as the coun-

try struggled to find its way forward. The size of the Navy was limited by such international 

agreements as the Washington Naval Treaty of 1922. The US Navy exceeded by far the cuts re-

quired by this and subsequent naval agreements, and new ships were few and far between. Sail-

ors who had a guaranteed job stayed on board, further reducing the requirements for new enlist-

ments. Austerity measures imposed by Congress further reduced the size of the Navy and Marine 
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Corps while gutting the US Army. “In September 1939, the US Army had ranked seventeenth in 

the world in size and combat power, just behind Romania.... Even the homeland was vulnerable: 

some coastal defense guns had not been test-fired in twenty years and the Army lacked enough 

anti-aircraft guns to protect even a single American city.”30 In the view of the War and Navy 

Departments, there was no need to enlist women or increase the number of nurses who were 

actively serving. By 1935, the Navy Nurse Corps' numbers had been reduced to just 332 female 

nurses. But Hitler’s invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939 changed the world forever, and 

with it, the roles that women would have for the next 80 years. 

 One month before Pearl Harbor, in November 1941, preparation for the coming conflict 

saw the Navy Nurse Corps expanding rapidly, with nearly eight hundred members serving on 

active duty plus over nine hundred in an inactive reserve status. By the end of the war in Septem-

ber 1945, these numbers would have grown to over 11,000 female nurses, 799 active component 

nurses and 9,222 reserves. Most of the reserve nurses were serving on active duty with their reg-

ular Navy counterparts on hospital ships, at the naval hospitals stateside and overseas in six con-

tinents. 

 The nursing profession's vital role was quickly recognized and “it became the only wom-

en's profession that was deemed so essential as to be placed under the War Manpower Commis-

sion. Despite shortages of qualified nurses during the war, the Navy was able to hold to its stan-

dards and enroll nurses of outstanding qualifications and experience.”31  

  Navy nurses received specialized training in surgery, orthopedics, anesthesia, contagion, 
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dietetics, physiotherapy, and psychiatry. In addition to tending to the wounded, injured and sick, 

nurses’ duties also included training Hospital Corpsmen, many of whom served so heroically 

with Marine ground combat units in the various Pacific island campaigns. While no Navy nurses 

were killed in action, 39 nurses died as a result of illness, accidents and disease during the war.32  

 As the Navy Nurse Corps expanded from about 800 nurses at the time of Pearl Harbor to 

over 11,000 at war’s end, the US Army’s Nurse Corps also underwent a rapid expansion. The 

Army Nurse Corps was comprised of fewer than 1,000 nurses on 7 December 1941. Six months 

later, the Nurse Corps had expanded to over 12,000 nurses. “Few of them had previous military 

experience, and the majority reported for duty ignorant of Army methods and protocol. Only in 

July 1943, did Lieutenant General Brehon B. Somervell, Commanding General, Army Service 

Forces, first authorize a formal four-week training course for all newly commissioned Army 

nurses.”33  

 At first these Army nurses did not receive any military rank, although they wore military 

uniforms and were accorded the respect, customs and courtesies reserved for Army officers. It 

was not until following the invasion of France at Normandy in June 1944, that the Army granted 

its nurses officers' commissions and full retirement privileges, dependents' allowances, and equal 

pay.  

 In the Central and Southwest Pacific Areas, following the capture of various islands for 

use as airfields and forward logistics bases, the Army instituted a policy that reflected their of-

ficial concern that military nurses required guarding because isolated Japanese guerrilla patrols 
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still roamed the islands: 

 Commanders appeared more concerned with sheltering the nurses from the vicissitudes 

 of war and proved unwilling to take responsibility for placing them anywhere near the 

 combat zone. Nurses ... found their quarters fenced in and guarded by armed guards 

 twenty-four hours a day. They were escorted to and from the hospital and could not leave 

 their quarters during their free time unless they were part of a supervised group....  Ameri-

 can women represented a tiny minority of the personnel in these areas, and ... Army 

 leadership hoped to discourage incidents of sexual harassment and fraternization.34  

 

  The Army Nurse Corps, ultimately over 59,000 strong, served in every theater of war, 

wherever Army and Army Air Force units fought. 201 nurses gave their lives while in service, 16 

as a result of enemy action.  

 Following Pearl Harbor and Adolf Hitler’s declaration of war on the United States, the 

Nation faced an existential threat to its existence. However, the administration of President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt, the Congress and the Nation’s military leadership, were not prepared to 

abandon almost two centuries of cultural experiences by immediately authorizing women to 

enlist in the armed forces, especially in any manner that would expose them to direct ground 

combat with the enemy.  

 When General George C. Marshall assumed the duties of Chief of Staff of the United 

States Army on the same day that the war in Europe began, he knew that he faced a herculean 

task in preparing the Army for the coming conflict. Unlike World War I, in which the Army had 

to prepare for just the war on the Western Front, Marshall knew that this war would indeed be a 

world war for the United States. As such, from the beginning General Marshall pushed for wom-

en to serve in the Army. “In October 1939, a month after General Marshall became Chief of 

Staff, a serious study was made on the value of a women’s corps in case of war.”35  

 
 34. Ibid., 26-27. 

 

 35. Forrest C. Pogue, George C. Marshall: Organizer of Victory, 1943-1945 (New York, NY: Viking 

Press, 1973), 3:105. 



 

88 

 

 During the First World War, Marshall had served as the Operations Officer for the AEF 

in France under General John J. Pershing. As such, he witnessed firsthand the effectiveness of 

the bilingual female telephone operators serving in the AEF headquarters. He saw that an ex-

panded role for women in the military would help solve what would soon become a critical man-

power shortage. He lobbied hard for the establishment of an auxiliary corps of women to serve in 

administrative and other support roles for the duration of the conflict. When Republican Con-

gresswoman Edith Norse Rogers of Massachusetts introduced legislation in May 1941 author-

izing a volunteer corps of women to serve with the Army, while not being a part of the Army, 

Marshall enthusiastically welcomed it. Because Marshall “foresaw that the great bottleneck of 

the future would be manpower, he pushed the legislation. War had become a complicated bus-

iness requiring many civilian techniques ... and many of those were in the hands of women. He 

saw no reason ... to train men ... when most of those jobs in civilian life were handled by wom-

en.”36  

 But this task was an uphill battle. General Marshall faced opposition both within and out-

side of the Army. President Roosevelt’s own Bureau of the Budget opposed the Rogers’ legisla-

tion as being outside of budget plans. With work on the legislation dragging, General Marshall 

began to lose his patience. On Thanksgiving weekend 1941, speaking to the officer on his staff 

who was monitoring progress of the bill, Marshall exclaimed, while shaking his finger at the of-

ficer, “I want a Women’s Corps right away and I don’t want any excuses.”37 

  The House of Representatives eventually passed House Bill 249-86 in March, 1942, but 
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it wasn’t until May, 1942, one year after the bill was first introduced in the House, that the Sen-

ate passed the measure, but only by a margin of 38-27.38 The President quickly signed the bill 

authorizing the establishment of the Women's Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC). During the de-

bates in the House of Representatives over the bill, Republican Congressman Clare E. Hoffman 

of Michigan gave voice to what many of his fellow Congressmen felt, stating, 

 Women, thank God, are not killers.... War is a hard, cruel, killing business and until 

 necessity demands, I cannot bring myself to believe that the efficiency of the fighting 

 men will be improved by women in the fighting force.... The habits, the beliefs, the 

 standards, which have grown out of years of association and experience, cannot, how-

 ever willing the spirit or great the desire, be put aside or obliterated by the act of vol-

 unteering or by induction into the Army.39  

 

 The legislature establishing and authorizing the WAACs did not specify that their service 

was only for duty within the United States. Therefore, WAACs were to be found wherever Army 

units were posted, in North Africa, the Mediterranean, Europe, the Southwest Pacific, China, In-

dia, Burma, and the Middle East.  But resistance to women serving in Army uniforms did not end 

with the passage of laws to authorize women to serve. In the Southwest Pacific Area, the Army 

commander, General Douglas MacArthur, emulated the official policy towards nurses when, 

“Fearing incidents between the women and the large number of male troops in the area ... [he] 

directed that WACs ... be locked within barbed-wire compounds at all times, except when es-

corted by armed guards to work or to some approved recreation. No leaves or passes were al-

lowed.”40 The patrician MacArthur got his way, although the policy was deeply resented by al-

most everyone, but especially the women who served so honorably in the combat zones. 
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 The first WAACs underwent training beginning in August 1942. Soon, hundreds of wom-

en were being recruited and trained every month. Women graduates were formed into units and 

sent to Army Air Forces (AAF), Army Ground Forces (AGF), or Services of Supply, later re-

named the Army Service Forces (ASF), field installations. Initially most WAACs worked as file 

clerks, typists, stenographers, or motor pool drivers, but those roles soon expanded into other 

‘non-traditional’ fields. The Army Air Forces eventually would receive more than 40% of all 

WAACs, with the Army Service Forces receiving another 40%. The Army Ground Forces re-

ceived only about 20% of the total number of WAACs, as ground officers and enlisted men alike 

did not see WAACs as adding to the efficiency of combat forces. “WAACs ... often felt unwell-

come and complained of the intensive discipline imposed upon them. Most AGF WAACs work-

ed in training centers where 75 percent performed routine office work.... The stories of Ground 

Forces WAACs contrasted sharply with those of women assigned to the Air and Service Forces, 

who were routinely sent to specialist schools and often transferred between stations.”41 The at-

titudes of both the male and female soldiers during these years presaged the prevailing attitudes 

about women serving in Army ground units over the next 75 years.   

 In January 1943, with the support of General Marshall, Congresswoman Rogers drafted a 

bill to make the WAAC an integral part of the Army, as opposed to a civilian auxiliary element 

serving with the Army.  After several months of debate, President Roosevelt signed the legisla-

tion into law on 1 July 1943. ‘Auxiliary’ was dropped from the title and the Women’s Army 

Corps became a separate corps within the Army. Since the WAACs were actually civilians, in 

September 1943 the women were given the choice of returning to civilian life or enlisting in the 
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Army; 75% of the eligible women chose the Army.  

 But with this service also came some unintentional and unfortunate consequences. Male 

soldiers often resented their presence in the combat zones. Many people, both in and out of the 

Army, perceived the WACs, in the words of one historian, as “a radical inversion of the tradi-

tional roles of women as the passive sweetheart/wife/sex object whose ultimate mission was to 

wait for their virile menfolk to return from their masculine mission of fighting and dying.”42 

 Unfortunately, WAACs and later WACs, represented another drastic change in the life of 

soldiers serving in the mainly draftee Army. Soldiers’ lives had been upended, they were away 

from home and family, probably for the first time, and facing an unknown future. It was import-

ant to them that the families and communities they had left behind were to remain relatively un-

changed. Many men did not see ‘Rosie the Riveter’ or any of the other hundreds of thousands of 

women working in factories and shipyards. They did see, however, their fellow soldiers, men 

who didn’t want to be in the Army in the first place. By 1944, over 8 million men had been draft-

ed into the Army and Navy, over 11,000 per day. Only about 25% had even a high school diplo-

ma and “physical standards had been lowered to accept defects.... a man could be drafted if he 

had only one eye, or was completely deaf in one ear ... or was missing a thumb or three fingers 

on either hand, including a trigger finger.”43 Seeing American women volunteering to be in uni-

form when he was involuntarily conscripted into that same uniform, was just another in a long 

line of psychological shocks and changes to be overcome.  

 Many WACs felt the pressure to maintain their femininity in the masculine world of the 
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US Army at the time. “WAACs/WACs recognized what their opponents did - that their military 

service might upset traditional gender roles.  Despite desiring and striving to retain their femin-

inity, they placed a high value on service to their country. WAACs/WACs thus set out on the un-

enviable task of reconciling the two.”44 

 While the assignment of WACs was restricted to non-combatant duties, in April 1944 the 

War Department permitted “WACs to bear weapons required by a specific assignment or duty, 

provided such an assignment was compatible with other policies governing utilization of person-

nel and the individual concerned had qualified in the arm or weapon ... and for the first time in 

their Army careers WACs were allowed to take training in small arms. Several months later the 

War Department ... rescinded this authorization.”45 

 For the 7,600 WACs serving overseas in Europe, about 61% worked in ‘traditional’ roles 

such as stenographers, clerks and typists, while another 22% were involved in various commun-

ications duties. The remainder were assigned to ‘non-traditional’ female jobs such as mechanics, 

draftsmen, interpreters, and weather observers. In the Pacific, it was much the same. 70% of the 

5,500 WACs serving in the SWPA served in administrative and clerical positions, about 12% in 

the communications fields, with the remainder serving in logistics and maintenance duties.46 

 When V-J Day occurred, there were 10,420,000 Americans serving in the US Army,  

150,000 of them women. There were 543 female non-combat Army deaths in the war, out of 
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over 83,400 total. Of the 318,274 soldiers killed in action, 16 were women.47 Most of the WACs 

were demobilized along with the rest of the Army, starting immediately after the termination of 

hostilities. By December 1946, there were just under 10,000 WACs remaining on duty.  

 As in World War I, the Navy and Marine Corps were quick to bring women back into 

uniform. Congresswoman Rogers approached Rear Admiral Chester Nimitz, then the Chief of 

Naval Personnel, before he transferred to the Pacific Fleet and immortality, about enlisting wom-

en into the Navy, as had been done in World War I. Nimitz listened approvingly but told Rogers 

that the Secretary of the Navy, Frank Knox, would have to authorize the move. Secretary Knox 

approached all of the Navy’s Bureau Chiefs for their opinions. While most readily endorsed the 

idea, there was opposition, as noted by Virginia Gildersleeve, a member of the Navy’s Women’s 

Advisory Council, “Now if the Navy could have used dogs or ducks or monkeys, certain of the 

older admirals would probably have preferred them.”48 

 Ignoring the internal opposition, Secretary Knox moved ahead with the idea, but insisted 

that women be commissioned and enlisted in the Naval Reserve, rather than as civilians serving 

with the Navy, as was the then Army model. Congress amended the Naval Reserve Act of 1938 

by adding clauses establishing a Women’s Reserve, authorizing women to be enlisted and com-

missioned for the duration of the war and six months thereafter.49 President Roosevelt signed the 

law on July 30, 1942, two months after signing similar legislation authorizing the WAAC. 
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 The Navy women of the Women’s Reserve became known as WAVES, an acronym for 

Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service, terminology that was specifically chosen to 

reflect that the women had volunteered for the duration of the war only. By the end of the war, 

over 20,000 female officers were commissioned to lead over 90,000 enlisted WAVES. These 

women served in roles that were remarkably different from the administrative and clerical jobs 

that were first envisioned for them. They became weather specialists, chemists, lawyers, doctors, 

cryptologists, naval aviation training pilots, air traffic controllers, and parachute testers, in addi-

tion to clerks, drivers and administrators. While an estimated 87% of male sailors and officers 

served overseas, WAVES served only at naval bases and stations across the United States until 

September 1944, in conformance with the law that specified that they could not be sent overseas, 

serve on board ships or operate combat aircraft. Ten officers and 95 enlisted WAVES died in ac-

cidents and from other causes during the war; none were killed in action.50 

 With the onset of World War II, the United States Coast Guard transferred from the 

Treasury Department to the Department of the Navy. Using the authority of the amended Naval 

Reserve Act of 1938, which established the WAVES, the Coast Guard was soon recruiting fe-

male officers and enlisted women. The United States Coast Guard (USCG) Women's Reserve, 

became known as the SPARS, which was derived from the Coast Guard motto, Semper Paratus / 

Always Ready. Eventually, over 11,000 women volunteered for the SPARS, serving at shore 

stations in the continental United States until 1944, when they were authorized to also serve in 

Hawaii and Alaska. These women performed many of the same administrative tasks as the Navy 

WAVES but they also became boatswains, mates and coxswains for small boats. A select few 
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SPARS were trained to operate the then-Top Secret, ‘Long Range Aid to Navigation’ (LORAN) 

radio navigation system developed to monitor ships at sea and long-range aircraft. The women 

first underwent training at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) for two months and 

once assigned to a LORAN station, became the backbone of the operators of that system.51 With 

the surrender of Japan in August 1945, the USCG began to demobilize and the Women's Reserve 

of the USCG was inactivated on 25 July 1947. 

 The Marine Corps planned to begin recruiting women soon after President Roosevelt 

authorized the creation of the Women’s Reserve, using the law that authorized the WAVES as 

the legal basis for doing so. The then-Commandant of the Marine Corps, Lieutenant General 

Thomas Holcomb, was initially against the establishment of a Women’s Reserve in the Marine 

Corps but a year later he commented, “Like most other Marines, when the matter first came up I 

didn’t believe women could serve any useful purpose in the Marine Corps ... since then I have 

changed my mind.”52 Headquarters, Marine Corps did not want to recruit women as Marines un-

til all the planning, to include training sites, uniforms, duty stations and all administrative prepar-

ations were completed. These things took time and on February 13, 1943, the Marine Corps an-

nounced the creation of the Women’s Reserve and were immediately inundated with applicants. 

A year later, there were over 800 officers and 14,000 enlisted Marines in the Women’s Reserve. 

 “The fundamental purpose of the Women’s Reserve in World War II was to train Women 

Marines to replace men in essential duties at Marine Bases, without loss of military efficiency.”53 
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With this goal in mind, Women Marines trained and served in not only in administrative and 

clerical fields but over one third of the eventual 18,460 Women Marines served in aviation fields 

ranging from mechanics, armorers, flight instructors, meteorologists, control tower operators and 

parachute riggers. Other women served in ground assignments such as vehicle mechanics, radio 

operators, cryptologists, quartermasters as well as cooks and bakers. With the passage of Public 

Law 441 of the 78th Congress in September 1944, Women Marines became eligible to serve in 

the then-Territory of Hawaii and Alaska.54 By the end of the war in the Pacific, V-J Day, in Sep-

tember 1945, over 1,000 Women Marines and officers were serving in Hawaii. The end of the 

war terminated the service of the Women’s Reserve, with the last Woman Marine being demob-

ilized on September 1, 1946.  

 During the Second World War, between 350,000 – 400,000 American women served in 

uniform, exceeding the total number of men who were in uniform in 1939. These women served 

not only in the traditional roles as nurses and other volunteers, but also in auxiliary roles that had 

freed up men who could then serve in combat positions. These auxiliary roles included positions 

ranging from pilots, mechanics, and instructors to postal clerks and just about any role not in-

volving direct combat. However, women still served in separate organizations, often commanded 

by men.  

Regardless of the services being rendered by women serving in these organizations, there 

were a multitude of restrictions placed upon them. These restrictions were either codified in law 

or were simply policy restrictions imposed by the Services. They included: the authority of 

WAVES officers could be exercised only over women in the WAVES; until 1944, members of 
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the WAVES were restricted to shore duty within the continental United States, and they could 

not be assigned to duty on board Navy vessels or in combat aircraft.55 In the WAAC and later 

WAC, women could not serve in combat; WAC officers could not be promoted to the grade of 

colonel; WACs would not command men unless specifically authorized to do so; WAC officers 

would be appointed only from officer candidate school graduates, not from civilian life; officer 

candidates would be selected only from women already in the Corps; enlistment standards would 

differ from men’s in the age and citizenship requirements set by Congress; women with depen-

dent children were ineligible for enlistment or commissions and women could be discharged if 

they became pregnant.56 The Marine Corps and Coast Guard had similar restrictions. 

 The restrictions placed on women serving in uniform reflected many of the restrictions 

that affected women in society as a whole during those years. But society, and American cul-

ture, were irrevocably changed as a result of the war. Women, including married women, were 

allowed to engage in traditionally male jobs. Millions of women migrated to cities and moved 

across the country in order to work in factories, shipyards and other war-related industries. With 

the end of the war, most of the American public, including millions of returning soldiers and 

sailors, had the expectation that life would revert to ‘normal.’ Women would be housewives, 

homemakers or revert to traditional female jobs. However, many women remained in the work-

place, although they were often displaced from the better paying manufacturing jobs by returning 

veterans. Women moved off the factory floor into growing corporate offices and commercial 

establishments, performing managerial and administrative functions. “Between 1940 and 1945, 
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the female labor force grew to 19 million, more than a third of the American civilian labor force. 

But women continued to work outside the home. By 1950, women comprised 29 percent of the 

workforce in the United States, increasing steadily to one half of the American workforce to-

day.”57  

 Three years after the end of the war, in 1948, the Women’s Armed Services Integration 

Act was passed by Congress and signed into law by President Harry Truman. While this law for-

mally gave all women regular and reserve status in the Armed Forces, significant restrictions on 

women remained. Women could constitute no more than two percent of each branch and promo-

tion limitations were imposed, with each service being limited to only one female full colonel or 

Navy captain and these women could not be promoted further to the rank of general or admiral. 

Women also still could not be assigned to duty on Navy ships that engaged in combat missions 

or on aircraft that engaged in combat missions.58 

 The outbreak of the Korean War in June, 1950, saw the recently established Department 

of Defense (DOD) issue far-reaching goals for recruiting women into the Services. “The mili-

tary’s overall goal was to mobilize half a million to one million women to join. In spite of active 

recruiting efforts, the military fell far short of its goals.”59 Women, like many American males, 

did not volunteer for the military, to only serve in what President Truman had labeled a ‘police 

action’ in Korea. There was no existential threat to the United States in this conflict in Asia, and 

women did not approach recruiting offices in the numbers that their predecessors did just a few 

 
 57. National Women’s History Museum, Partners in Winning the War: American Women in World War II, 

2007, accessed July 22, 2020, https://www.nwhm.org/online-exhibits/partners/42.htm. 

  

 58. Women's Armed Services Integration Act of 1948, Public Law 625, 80th Cong., 2nd Sess., (June 12, 

1948), accessed July 21, 2020, http://www.legisworks.org/congress/80/publaw-625.pdf.   

 

 59. Jeanne Holm, Women in the Military: An Unfinished Revolution, rev. ed. (Novato, Calif: Presidio Press, 

1992), 157. 

https://www.nwhm.org/online-exhibits/partners/42.htm
http://www.legisworks.org/congress/80/publaw-625.pdf


 

99 

 

years earlier. By 1953, the total number of women in uniform was just 48,700, declining to about 

35,000 by June, 1955. Probably the most significant action by the Department of Defense relat-

ing to women in the Services was the establishment of a civilian board to advise the Department 

on recruitment and retention of women, the Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the 

Services (DACOWITS). DACOWITS still exists today and its recommendations have had a sig-

nificant impact on Department of Defense policies ever since.  

 During the Vietnam War, the DOD had a goal of adding 6,500 more women to the mil-

itary, but again with only limited results. One of the reasons for this was that the restrictions 

placed on the roles of women in the military were not keeping up with changes taking place in 

society and the American culture. This was somewhat of a reversal of previous societal changes, 

such as racial integration, where the military had led society; now the reverse was true. This per-

iod also saw the adoption of many of the philosophical and social positions championed by the 

numerous ‘Post-Modern’ thinkers, positions that often placed the individual, vice collective soci-

ety, at the forefront of cultural changes. The newly-elected President John F. Kennedy tried to 

stem this rising tide with his memorable inaugural speech in which he asked Americans to ‘ask 

not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your country.’ But to no avail. 

  The decade of the 1960’s saw numerous cultural changes that affected women in society. 

These changes included: in 1960, the Federal Food and Drug Administration approved the birth 

control pill for general use; in 1961 President Kennedy created the President’s Commission on 

the Status of Women chaired by Eleanor Roosevelt; in 1963 the Equal Pay Act was amended to 

prohibit sex-based wage discrimination between men and women in the same establishment do-

ing similar work; in 1964, the Civil Rights Act was passed by Congress and signed by then Presi-

dent Johnson. This act prohibited discrimination in the work environment based on gender; in 
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1965, Equal Employment Opportunity Commissioners (EEOC) were appointed to oversee the 

enforcement of the Civil Rights Act and in 1965 President Johnson’s Executive Order 11246 or-

dered “federal agencies and federal contractor’s to take ‘affirmative action’ in overcoming em-

ployment discrimination”.60 

 The changes affecting women in the military during this same time were miniscule in 

comparison. In 1967, partially as a response to a DACOWITS  recommendation, the 2% ceiling 

and promotion ceilings established by the Women’s Armed Services Integration Act of 1948 were 

removed. However, by 1972, five years after the 2% ceiling was lifted, the percentage of military 

women who were not nurses was still just 1.7 %.61 

 Changes were on the horizon, however. The draft ended on June 30, 1973. Three months  

later, President Richard Nixon signed the bill committing the country to an All-Volunteer Force 

(AVF). With the introduction of the AVF, there was an increased perception that women were 

needed to fill the ranks of the volunteer force and, subsequently, the Services were directed to 

develop contingency plans to increase the use of women in the military.62 

 In 1972, in anticipation of the ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment, which was 

never ratified by the required number of states and quietly died as a result, the Army and Navy 

decided to double the number of women in uniform; the Air Force chose to triple the number of 

women serving; and the Marine Corps sought to increase the number of females by 20%.63 
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  The DOD was by now fully ten years behind American society in its changes related to 

women in the military, but the 1970’s saw that gap closing. In the four years since the lifting of 

the 2% ceiling restriction, in September 1976 the percentage of women in the military was now 

5% of the active duty force. In 1976, women were allowed to enter the nation’s three service 

academies for the first time. In 1978, President Jimmy Carter signed Public Law 95-485, which 

ended the all-female WAC and integrated women into the Regular Army and allowed women in 

the Navy to be assigned to duty aboard noncombatant ships.64 

 These changes did not come about without objections from within the military. The Sec-

retary of Defense for the Reagan Administration, in accordance with plans to enlarge the mili-

tary, announced his goal to increase the number of enlisted women in the Army. The leadership 

of the Army, however, did not concur with this decision, based upon input from commanders in 

the field who insisted that the rapid increase in the number of female soldiers was negatively af-

fecting readiness and effectiveness.65 The Secretary of Defense, Casper Weinberger, then direct-

ed that a study be conducted to review these findings from the field. When the study was com-

pleted the following year that substantiated many of these concerns, the Secretary down-played 

them and sent a memo to the Service Secretaries that said in part, “This Administration desires to 

increase the role of women in the military, and I expect the Service Secretaries actively to sup-

port that policy.…This Department must aggressively break down those remaining barriers that 

prevent us from making the fullest use of the capabilities of women in providing for our national 
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defense.”66 Thus, in 1982, a Republican administration delineated that in the future, considera-

tions other than purely military would largely determine the role of women in the military. Fu-

ture administrations, both Republican and Democrat would continue in that vein. 

 There were obstacles in the way of another sort. Studies conducted over the next 25 years 

began to show that growing numbers of foreign-born, legal and illegal immigrants did not have 

the language skills, education, or desire to serve in the military, often based upon their experi-

ences with militaries in their home countries. Undocumented immigrants could not enlist, as to 

join the military you had to be a United States citizen or permanent resident. Under the Obama 

Administration some of these restrictions on immigrants changed; certain temporary residents 

with needed medical or language skills could enlist under the Military Accessions Vital to the 

National Interest (MAVNI) program, including those under the Deferred Action for Childhood 

Arrivals (DACA) program. However, the Trump Administration suspended many of the pro-

grams and placed restrictions on expedited citizenship for those in military service.67 Many of 

these people, along with their native-born counterparts, increasingly did not have the educational 

backgrounds and knowledge to even qualify to enlist. “According to 2017 Pentagon data, 71 

percent of young Americans between 17 and 24 are ineligible to serve in the United States mili-

tary. Put another way: Over 24 million of the 34 million people of that age group cannot join the 

armed forces—even if they wanted to.”68  
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  The central issue that remained was the combat exclusion  policy. Secretary of Defense 

Weinberger again led the charge when he wrote, “Military women can and should be utilized in 

all roles except those explicitly prohibited by combat exclusion statutes and related policy. This 

does not mean that the combat exclusion policy can be used to justify closing career opportune-

ities to women. The combat exclusion rules should be interpreted to allow as many as possible 

career opportunities for women to be kept open.”69 

 In the months following the invasion of Kuwait by Iraq, about 41,000 women participa-

ted in Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm, out of the total deployment of over 500,000 

US troops to the Persian Gulf. The reality of the large numbers of women deploying in support 

of the combat forces during these deployments blurred the combat exclusion policies that were 

then in existence. As a result, in 1991, Congress repealed 10 U.S.C. 8549, the combat aviation 

exclusion and, in a compromise move, established a Presidential Commission to study the issue 

of combat exclusions.70 

 The Presidential Commission on the Assignment of Women in the Armed Forces spent 

seven months developing its findings. The commission issued its report in 1992, which included 

the following recommendations to: open non-flying positions to women on Navy combat ships 

while disqualifying women from service on submarines and landing aircraft; urge legislation to 

exclude women from ground combat assignments in the infantry, artillery, and armor, as well as 

in certain assignments in air defense and combat engineers; and acknowledged the physiological 

differences between men and women. The Commission also called on the Services to “retain 
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gender-specific physical fitness tests and standards to promote the highest level of general fitness 

and wellness”.71 

 There was, however, dissent among commission members as to these recommendations. 

Five of the members wrote an “Alternative View Section” which stated in part, that “Despite 

technological advances, ground combat is no more refined, no less barbaric and no less physi-

cally demanding than it has been throughout history. The ground combatant relies heavily on his 

physical strength and mental toughness for survival.”72 

 The outgoing George H. W. Bush Administration took no action on the recommenda-

tions, leaving them up to the incoming Clinton Administration to accept or decline. The Clinton 

Administration accepted the recommendations and in April 1993, President Bill Clinton ordered 

the services to open combat aviation to women and to investigate other opportunities for women 

to serve. Later in 1993, Congress repealed the combat ship exclusion, enabling women to be as-

signed to Navy combatant ships with the exception of submarines. DOD also announced its new 

ground combat exclusion: “Women shall be excluded from assignment to units below the bri-

gade level whose primary mission is to engage in direct combat on the ground ... with individual 

or crew served weapons, while being exposed to hostile fire and to a high probability of direct 

physical contact with hostile force’s personnel.”73 As a result of these and other policy changes, 
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by 1997, 80.2 percent of positions in the military were available to women.74 

 The current conflicts in the Middle East reflect the nonlinear battlefield with an enemy 

who often engages our forces with asymmetric threats such as Improvised Explosive Devices 

(IEDs), that frequently expose combat support forces, including women, to combat actions. But 

exposure to combat as an ancillary hazard to a service member does not equate to a role where 

exposure to such hazards is the normal and expected occurrence. However, this nuance has been 

lost, especially to many of those in civilian leadership positions.  

 On January 24, 2013, the Secretary of Defense and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 

announced the rescission of the 1994 Direct Ground Combat Definition and Assignment Rule 

(DGCDAR). The 1994 DGCDAR was the primary policy restricting the service of female mem-

bers of the United States Armed Forces to occupational specialties or positions in or collocated 

with direct ground combat units below the brigade level, in long-range reconnaissance and spec-

ial operations forces, and in positions involving physically demanding tasks. The end of the com-

bat exclusion rule by Department of Defense fiat and with it, the prohibition against women serv-

ing in all occupational fields within the military, marked a watershed in the history of American 

military women. However, the rationale for ending the combat exclusion rule does not take into 

account the difference between assigning women to units that may be engaged in combat and as-

signing them to units that are guaranteed by design, to engage in combat.  

 Among the many reasons given by various officials for this policy change were to ensure 

“all Service men and women are given the opportunity to succeed and are set up for success with 
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viable career paths.” 75 Defense Secretary Leon Panetta, in announcing the change in policy fur-

ther “argued that women, who already make up 15 percent of the force, have increasingly found 

themselves in the ‘reality of combat’ during Iraq and Afghanistan. He also said not everyone can 

meet the qualifications to be a combat soldier but that everyone is entitled the opportunity.76 

 Unfortunately, the decision to end the combat exclusion rule is not part of the evolution-

ary cultural process that has been the driving force behind 75 years of change in the role of wom-

en in the armed forces of the United States, but is, instead, a revolutionary break in that process. 

The decision ignores the intrinsic knowledge obtained through thousands of years of biological 

evolution, societal development and cultural norms, that trying to legislate equality on the battle-

field is a fallacy of the highest order. It has made military women into tools, a means to an end, 

an end that does not account for the interdependent nature of the other core institutions besides 

polity that must work in harmony in order for American society to function. In short, with this 

decision, the primacy of the human being as the absolute end in itself is cast aside in order to im-

plement a utopian idea of equality across all aspects of society. Immanuel Kant might have mix-

ed views on this decision. He certainly appreciated the natural differences between the sexes and 

insisted they be respected. At the same time, he insisted on absolute fairness toward all persons.77 

But, fairness is not synonymous with equality.  

 This decision does not reflect the evolutionary cultural changes taking place in the United 

 
 75. Office of the Under Secretary of Defense Personnel and Readiness, Report to Congress on Women in 

the Services Review (Washington DC: Office of the Under Secretary of Defense, July 2013), 8, accessed July 31, 

2020, http://wiisglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/Report-to-Congress-on-WISR-August-20131.pdf. 

 

  76. Fox News, “Military Leaders Lift Ban on Women in Combat Roles” (originally aired January 24, 

2013), accessed July 31, 2020, http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2013/01/24/panetta-opens-combat-roles-to-

women.html. 

 

 77. Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. Mary Gregor (Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
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States, changes taking place not just in the past few years, but changes that can be traced to the 

American experience since the American Revolution. The decision is one that is instead, a revo-

lutionary decision, one that disregards demographics, cultural and social mores and traditions, 

and one that benefits an extremely small percentage of people within the Nation. The American 

military is not an institution that operates in isolation from the remainder of society and the cul-

ture that sustains that society. As will be seen, American women have illustrated by their collec-

tive actions, in this case by not signing up in anything resembling sustainable numbers, that their 

expectations for service in the Armed Forces does not include assignment to ground combat for-

ces. Instead of lifting the restrictions on women participating in direct ground combat, those re-

strictions should be reinstituted to reflect the relative interdependence between the military and 

the civil society that it represents. It remains to be seen if this decision is a ‘better idea’ for just a 

few people, a decision that Francisco De Vitoria had warned against in his ‘Third Proposition’ of 

De Indies, or one that results in a greater good for the nation.
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CHAPTER 4: 

 

 

THE EXPERIENCE OF OTHER NATIONS IN DEFINING THE ROLES OF WOMEN 

IN COMBAT ARMS 

 

 
 

 Prior to publishing the US Government policy change regarding women in combat arms 

positions in 2013, officials in the Obama Administration had an opportunity “to figure out pre-

cisely how it will integrate women into military specialties previously closed to them ... by ac-

tively studying other militaries around the globe that have already sent women to combat”1 The 

‘other militaries’ that were studied included potential adversaries as well as allied and partner 

nations.  

 

Potential Adversaries and Partners 

  In 2021, just as in 2013, several countries are considered to be potential adversaries of the 

United States. These countries include the Russian Federation, the People’s Republic of China, 

the Democratic People's Republic of Korea and the Islamic Republic of Iran. Each of these coun-

tries had employed women in their military forces, primarily when facing existential threats to 

the survival of the country, such as the Soviet Union’s war with Nazi Germany from 1941-1945, 

the Chinese Civil War between the Communists and the Nationalist forces, as well as against 

Japan from 1937-1945, the Korean War of 1950-1953 and the ten-year long Iranian war with 

Iraq. However, these countries shared another common thread, women may now serve in the 

military but not in the ground combat arms. Although they do not share a common culture with 

 
 1. Anna Mulrine, “8 Other Nations That Send Women to Combat”, National Geographic Magazine, 

January 25, 2013, under “National Geographic News,” accessed July 5, 2020, 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2013/1/130125-women-combat-world-australia-israel-canada-norway/. 
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the Anglo-European counties that were also studied, their use of women in roles other than direct 

ground combat reflects the universality of Natural Law as it pertains to female ground combat 

soldiers.  

 In the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, military service is compulsory for Rus-

sian men aged eighteen to twenty-seven. The Russian ground forces are comprised of a mix of 

conscripts  and men and women who enlist under contracts. These soldiers are often referred to 

as ‘contractors’ but they should not be confused with ‘contractors’ serving US military forces, as 

US ‘contractors’ are civilians, while Russian ‘contractors’ are military members. There are mul-

tiple conscription deferments available for education, personal and physical reasons. Women are 

not subject to conscription. There are presently about 900,000 active personnel and another 

2,000,000 reservists in the armed forces.2 Of these, current estimates are that there are about 

29,000 females in the ground forces, down from about 40,000 in 2012. The most senior female  

member of  the ground forces is presently a Colonel. However, women can only serve in support 

roles and recent moves to change the law to conscript women as well as men has failed as, “it 

appears that the underlying lack of defense ministry support for this amendment is rooted in the 

attitudes of Russian society”3. Women in the Russian navy can only serve in shore positions, al-

though female naval cadets are training in some aspects of operations of ships at sea.  

 In the People’s Republic of China, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) is composed of 

about 2,035,000 active duty and 510,000 reservists. The ground forces absorb about 975,000 of 

the active duty personnel. Technically, military service with the PLA is obligatory for all male 

 
 2. CIA Factbook: Russia, (Washington, DC: Central Intelligence Agency, 2019), accessed July 6, 2020, 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/rs.html. 

 

 3. Jamestown Foundation, “The Role of Women in Russia's Armed Forces”, Eurasia Daily Monitor, 26 

November 2013, accessed July 7, 2020, https://www.refworld.org/docid/5295c49b4.html. 

 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/rs.html
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Chinese citizens, based upon conscription. In terms of conscription, “the military service law 

clearly states that military service is the duty of the people, and that men who have completed 18 

years of age before 31 December each year should be recruited for service, and that women over 

the age of 18 may be recruited for service as needed”.4  In practice, mandatory military service 

has not been implemented since 1949, as the People's Liberation Army has been able to recruit 

sufficient numbers voluntarily. Volunteers are considered to be conscripts during their initial 

training period. A very small number of women are inducted annually. A recent military decision 

allows women in combat roles, although this was not the case in 2013.  Additionally, there is no 

data related to what positions women may hold in ground combat arms; the current combat roles 

appear to be restricted to pilots. The lives of PLA personnel differ from those of both their Amer-

ican counterparts and Chinese civilians in several notable ways.  Marriage and family life is con-

strained and conscripts are not allowed to marry. Non-commissioned officers (NCOs) may only 

marry people from their hometown or village and cannot live with their spouses while on active 

duty. Married NCOs may only stay off-base with their families during vacations and holidays 

and junior officers are also not allowed to live with their families. “PLA personnel have less per-

sonal autonomy ... younger PLA members are discouraged from having any personal life – or 

even contacts – off base”5 

 In 2013, the Democratic People's Republic of Korea or as it is commonly known in the 

West, North Korea, did not require women to serve in the military. That changed beginning in 

 
 4. Wen/Kang Yu, “The PLA is high-status: Farmers rush to become soldiers”, Central News Agency, April 

2, 2015, accessed July 28, 2020, https://www.cna.com.tw/news/newsworld/201504020004.aspx. 

 

 5. Alison A. Kaufman and Peter W. Mackenzie, “Field Guide: The Culture of the Chinese People’s 

Liberation Army”, CNA China Studies Division (Alexandria, VA: Center for Naval Analyses, February 2009), 8, 

accessed July 27, 2020, https://www.cna.org/CNA_files/PDF/D0019770.A3.pdf. 
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2015, when North Korea required women to serve in the military from the time they graduate 

high school until age 23. The time served, about five years, is about half of the 10 years of ser-

vice that men must complete. But, like much of the information emanating from North Korea’s 

typically secretive government, not much of the information about military life can be verified or 

validated.6 

 Following the Revolution of 1979, the Islamic Republic of Iran instituted laws and poli-

cies that severely restricted women's rights compared to those in most developed nations. Due to 

discriminatory practices and laws, Iranian women have few rights and in many cases, are restrict-

ed to what education level they can attain and what occupations that they can aspire to, including 

the Iranian military. During the eight-year long Iran-Iraq War of 1980-1988, in which nearly 

6,500 Iranian women were killed, the role of women in the Iranian military changed, however 

slightly. Reflecting upon the fact that about 500 Iranian women served as combatants during that 

conflict that left over a million dead on each side, a few women have recently been allowed to 

join the Iranian para-military forces, although women are exempt from mandatory service and 

conscription.7 Women, as can be expected in a country operating under strict Sharia Law, have 

had little impact on the policies and practices of the Iranian military. 

 In addition to these potential adversaries, a review of women in ‘other militaries’ include-

ed both North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) countries and other partner nations. Among 

the NATO and partner countries that allow women in direct ground combat roles are: Austria, 

 
 6. Choi Song Min, “North Korea introduces 'mandatory military service for women'”, DailyNK , January 

31, 2015, accessed July 10, 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jan/31/north-korea-mandatory-military-

service-women. 

 

 7. Golnaz Esfandiari, “Iran Begins To Acknowledge Its Forgotten Women Of War”, Radio Free 

Europe/Radio Liberty (Washington, DC: United States Agency for Global Media, September 28, 2019), accessed 

July 25, 2020,  

https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-begins-to-acknowledge-its-forgotten-women-of-war-/30188632.html.  
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Denmark, Finland, Germany, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Spain, Romania, Sweden, Ukraine 

and to a limited degree, Israel. Many of these nations have a broader definition of the term 

‘combat’ that includes roles the United States would consider to be Combat Support (CS) and 

Combat Service Support (CSS), roles that women in the US armed forces already filled in 2013. 

Additionally, many of these countries are culturally different from the United States and thus 

their experiences have to be viewed through a different lens. As such, a review of their exper-

iences did not lead to many lessons learned that were directly applicable to United States policy 

makers. A quick look at the experiences of just two of these countries’, Norway and Israel, il-

lustrates that point. 

  Norway was a pioneer in the integration of women into combat arms positions, begin-

ning with a Norwegian Parliament decision in November, 1984 that stated, “as of the following 

year, all positions, as well as military training, should be open to women; from now women 

should be treated on the exact same terms as their male counterparts.”8 The key word in the Nor-

wegian interpretation of equality is ‘treated’; women are not considered to be equal. The Nor-

wegian application of the concept of equality is that once women were allowed to serve in com-

bat arms positions, they would be treated equally the same as men in those positions. The Nor-

wegians had concluded that the “Exclusion of females from direct combat positions is unfair as it 

deprives them of an opportunity”.9 In 2013, military women were volunteers, but Norway was 

planning for conscription of both men and women, effective January 1, 2015. In 2013, Norway 

had different enlistment requirements for men and women, depending upon what unit was doing 

 
 8. Elin Gustavsen, “Siblings in Arms? Gender Perspectives in the Norwegian and US Armed Forces” 

(master thesis in Sociology, Institute for Sociology and Human Geography, University of Oslo, May 2011), 23,  

accessed July 1, 2020, https://www.duo.uio.no/handle/10852/15347. 

 

 9. Ibid., 85. 
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the recruiting. There were also different physical standards that had to be met for enlistment and 

retention. Male and female soldiers are often billeted in the same room, as Norwegian authorities 

believe, “The introduction of mixed rooms seems to diminish gender differences and thereby 

prejudices between female and male soldiers. Frequent and intimate exposure most likely leads 

to family-like relationships which again reduces sexual tension between roommates of the op-

posite sex.”10 What the effect of  ‘family-like relationships’ has on actual combat effectiveness 

and efficiency remains conjecture. In 2013, the Norwegian contingent of the international forces 

in Afghanistan were primarily all-male special forces units and staff officers. This is reflected by 

the Norwegians killed in hostile actions. Ten Norwegian soldiers have been killed in action, five 

of whom were special forces officers, four of whom were killed by a single improvised explosive 

device. Only two soldiers have been killed in direct fire in combat.11 Since 2015, women have 

served in Afghanistan with ground units, primarily in roles where they interact with Muslim 

women.  

 Policy makers in the United States were compelled to look at the military forces of the 

State of Israel, since it was touted as the role model for the integration of women into ground 

combat arms positions. The State of Israel, one of the longest and closest allies of the United 

States in the Middle East, also offered unique insights into integrating women into the armed 

forces, experiences that could have a direct bearing on any decision that the United States might 

make related to allowing women into direct ground combat roles. Complete integration of wom-

 
 10. NATO Headquarters, Office of the Gender Advisor, “Summary of the National Reports of NATO 

Member and Partner Nations, 2014” (Brussels, BE: NATO Headquarters, International Military Staff), 72, accessed 

July 18, 2020, https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/pdf_2016_03/Summary.pdf. 

 

 11. iCasualties.org, “Afghanistan Fatalities: Norway”, under Afghan Fatalities, accessed July 18, 2020, 

http://icasualties.org/App/AfghanFatalities?country-name-contains=norway&rows=10. 
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en into the Israeli Defence Forces (IDF) is true only on the surface, once one goes beyond pure 

terminology, such as ‘light infantry’ soldiers, a far different picture emerges.  

 Israel suffers from a manpower shortage for its military and naval forces. Israel, however, 

relies on conscription to maintain its force levels and women are placed in positions that have 

only limited potential exposure to ground combat. Following the 1948 War of Independence, and 

lasting until the late 1990's, Israeli women were not allowed to serve in ground combat positions. 

Instead Israeli women served in a variety of technical and support jobs, like their counterparts in 

Western military and naval forces. In 2000, the Equality Amendment to the Defense Service Law 

was passed by the Israeli Knesset or Parliament, which stated that the right of women to serve in 

any role in the Israeli Defense Forces, is equal to the right of men.12 “In the case of the Israeli 

Defense Service Law, there is no valid justification for differentiating between men and women 

when it comes to length of duty, participation in reserves, and the ability to opt out of military 

service for family reasons or conscientious objection.”13 However, the Defense Service Law is 

peppered with loopholes, special exemptions and benefits for religious men and women, reduced 

service requirements for women compared to those of men, and policy restrictions applicable to 

only women. As a result of this law, Israeli women who volunteer for service or are one of the 

approximately 1,500 women that are conscripted each year, can be assigned to ground combat 

positions, such as the infantry. But, female Israeli light infantry soldiers are not assigned to front-

line combat brigades but instead, “virtually all of Israel’s female combat soldiers are confined to 

 
 12. “Women of the Israel Defense Forces: History in Combat Units”, in the Jewish Virtual Library, 

accessed July 7, 2020, http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Society_&_Culture/femcom.html. 

 

 13. Pamela Laufer-Ukele, “Cross-Dressers with Benefits: Female Combat Soldiers in the United States and 

Israel”, University of Baltimore Law Review (2009): 354, under “Publications”, accessed July 8, 2020 

https://law.ubalt.edu/academics/publications/lawreview/volumes/8_Laufer-Ukeles.41.2.pdf. 
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two light battalions — the Caracal and the Lions of Jordan — which are assigned to guard the 

borders with Egypt and Jordan, the only Arab countries that have peace treaties with Israel.”14 

Since the time that that piece was written, Israel has normalized ties with several other Arab 

nations, including Morocco, Bahrain, Sudan and the United Arab Emirates. Since none of these 

countries has a contiguous border with Israel, these treaties will have no effect on the assignment 

policies of women in IDF forces. The perception that Israeli female infantry soldiers are fully 

integrated into direct combat units is in reality, a myth. The Caracal Battalion is composed of 

almost 70% women, as Israeli infantrymen prefer to serve in male only units. Female infantry 

soldiers in these battalions have seen only very restricted service, primarily assigned to border 

security vice ground combat roles. 

 There are voices of dissent, arguing against females serving in ground combat units. In 

2014, a book that summarized 13 years of research on female participation in IDF combat units 

declared the feminist experiment in the Israeli military a failure. The book, Lochamot Betzahal, 

[a Hebrew play on words that means both ‘female combat soldiers in the IDF’ and ‘women 

fighting the IDF’]15 was written by a former IDF infantry regiment commander, Colonel Raza 

Sagi, in which he stated, “The idea that there is no difference between men and women in the 

army is a ridiculous one that has been disproved in all of the world's militaries.... One cannot 

defeat evolution.”16 He went on to explain that while men also suffer injuries during their mili-

tary service, studies prove that the female rate of injury is much higher and that the seriousness 

 
 14. Rowan Scarborough, “Israeli women’s combat roles exaggerated, military traditionalists say”, 

Washington Times,  May 25, 2015, under “News,” accessed July 6, 2020, 

http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2015/may/25/womens-combat-roles-in-israel-defense-forces-exagg/. 

 

 15.  Gil Ronen, “Study Finds Women Don't Belong in Combat”, Arutz Shiva, November 6, 2014, accessed 

July 28, 2020, https://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/181604. 

 

 16. Ibid. 
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of the average injury is greater, with entire platoons sometimes unable to function because of the 

physical state of the female soldiers. The IDF, however, did not accept the positions offered in 

the book and embarked on their own studies. 

 The IDF has assigned women to some intelligence positions, as well as in both artillery 

and some engineer positions in limited numbers, but again in positions or situations where there 

is not a high risk of combat, and on a case-by-case basis. The IDF conducted assessments of fe-

males for service in the Armored Corps but, “following field tests, the IDF decided in May of 

2015 not to allow female recruits to serve in tanks, partially because of some of the physically 

demanding tasks.… They did, however, leave room to reconsider allowing female soldiers to 

serve as combat engineers operating heavy equipment, also in enemy territory, after reviewing 

the policies of other Western militaries.”17 In June 2020, the IDF again looked at authorizing 

women to serve in armored units, following legal actions by several women who had completed 

the armor training during the field tests. For now, these women have been assigned to the Cara-

cal Battalion, since women are not authorized to serve in the Armored Corps of the IDF. At this 

juncture, in concept and in law, Israeli women can serve in ground combat arms positions in the 

IDF but in reality and practice, that is not the case.  

 Any review of the experiences of the other NATO members and partners would reveal 

results similar to those of Norway. For the American military, differences in culture, society and 

military operations between the United States and countries such as Ukraine, Sweden, Finland, 

Austria or the Netherlands, render any lessons gained from their experiences with integrating 

women in ground combat units as having little relevance to any US decisions. For any national 

 
 17. Judith Sudilovsky, “Despite Some Progress, Most Combat Roles are Closed to Women in the IDF”, The 

Jerusalem Post, August 13, 2015, under “Not Just News,” accessed July 8, 2020, http://www.jpost.com/Not-Just-

News/Despite-some-progress-most-combat-roles-are-closed-to-women-in-the-IDF-412063. 
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experience to be relevant to the United States military, that experience would have to be from 

countries that share a common Western Anglo-Saxon culture, language and have similar histori-

cal backgrounds. The United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand meet that criteria.  

 The in-depth examination of these militaries reveals similar historical experiences of 

women, beginning with nursing, transitioning to administrative, clerical and housekeeping tasks, 

moving to military and naval supporting roles and then, late in the 20th Century, serving in com-

bat support and aviation positions. However, at that point, the analogous history ended. Each of 

these countries have chosen divergent pathways, all with different supporting rationale, with re-

spect to women serving in direct ground combat roles.  

 

United Kingdom 

 The Romans, when they first invaded the British Isles, encountered female warriors in the 

various tribes, as well as tribal leaders who were women. Two women stand out for different rea-

sons. The first, Cartimandua, also known as Cartismandua, reigned from about AD 43 – AD 69. 

Along with her husband, the Brigantes tribe’s king Venutius, she initially supported the Roman 

invaders. Then, following the break-up of her marriage, she opposed her husband’s forces in a 

civil conflict. The Roman historian Tacitus described her loss in the war with, “She asked for 

some Roman troops, and our auxiliary infantry and cavalry, after fighting with various success, 

contrived to rescue the Queen from her peril.”18 She disappeared from history following this 

rescue by Rome. The second and more famous British female warrior of the Roman era was 

Boudica or Boudicca, queen of the Celtic Iceni tribe. In about AD 60 or 61, the Celtic tribes re-

 
 18. P. Cornelius Tacitus, The Annals and the Histories, (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago, 1952), 

253.  
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volted against their Roman conquers and chose Boudica as their leader. According to Tacitus, 

she proclaimed to the tribesmen, “that it was unusual for Britons to fight under the leadership of 

women ... you will see that in this battle you must conquer or die. This is a woman’s resolve; as 

for men, they may live and be slaves.”19 After some initial successes, the Celtic tribes were de-

feated outside what is now London, and Boudica died rather than surrender. In later years British 

monarchs such as Queen Elizabeth the First and Queen Victoria resurrected Boudica’s name as 

illustrative of the spirit of Britons or to rally their people in time of national crisis.  

 The British Armed Forces, also known as Her Majesty's Armed Forces, include the cur-

rent Royal Air Force, Royal Navy, Royal Marines and the British Army20. Up until the late 19th 

Century, women served in the British Armed Forces in small numbers, usually as laundresses or 

volunteer nurses. Limited numbers of women served in uniform while incognito, usually until 

their disguises failed them, at which point they were summarily forced from the service.21 

 In the United Kingdom (UK), this changed with the establishment of the Naval Nursing 

Service in 1884, with nurses serving ashore at installations in Great Britain. The Naval Nursing 

Service became the Queen Alexandra's Royal Naval Nursing Service in 1902 and still serves 

today, albeit ashore and on ship, alongside the Medical Branch of the Royal Navy.22   

 
 19. Ibid, 150. 

  

 20. David G. Chandler, ed., The Oxford History of the British Army (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 

1994), xv-xvii.  While the British air and naval forces carry the term ‘Royal’ in their titles, the British Army does 

not.  The regular standing army was officially created in 1689, under the control of Parliament. The term ‘British 

Army’ dates from 1707, with the Union Act with Scotland. Parliament reauthorizes the British Army every year. 

Therefore, the army is not a Royal force, like the Royal Navy, which pre-dates the English Civil War and was 

traditionally controlled by the reigning monarch, although the monarch may and has, bestowed the title ‘Royal’ to 

individual units in recognition for loyal or courageous service to the Crown.  

 

 21. Suzanne J. Stark, Female Tars: Women Aboard Ship in the Age of Sail (Annapolis, MD: The Naval 

Institute Press, 2017), 68-71. 

 

 22. Royal Navy, “Queen Alexandra's Royal Naval Nursing Service” (London, UK: Ministry of Defense, 

Royal Navy), accessed May 16, 2020, https://web.archive.org/web/20070709055527/http://www.royal-

navy.mod.uk/server/show/nav.3790. 
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 The experience of nurses in the British Army closely paralleled their Royal Navy coun-

terparts, with a few dozen female nurses being recruited by the Army Nursing Service at its 

founding in 1881. Women serving as nurses were seen as filling a traditional role, assisting male 

doctors in their duties, and small numbers of women were working in that capacity throughout 

Victorian England. In March 1902, the Army Nursing Service became the Queen Alexandra’s 

Imperial Military Nursing Service (QAIMNS). In 1949, the QAIMNS became a Corps in the 

British Army and was renamed as the Queen Alexandra's Royal Army Nursing Corps, which still 

provides medical services to the British Army to this day. 

 The Royal Air Force Temporary Nursing Service (RAFNS) was established in 1918, and 

became part of the permanent establishment as the Royal Air Force Nursing Service on January 

27, 1921. The RAFNS was renamed again in June 1923, as the Princess Mary's Royal Air Force 

Nursing Service (PMRAFNS). RAF nurses continued to serve following the end of the war but 

in much smaller numbers than in the Army and Navy.23  

 The First World War saw the advent of women serving in the armed forces in other than 

the traditional nursing roles. This change was brought about by necessity. Due to the millions of 

casualties on the Western Front and around the globe, the UK experienced a manpower drain that 

it had not previously ever experienced. Women, who were working in the private sector in ever 

increasing numbers, were seen as one solution to alleviating the manpower problem. In February, 

1917, the Women's Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) of the British Army was formed, becoming 

the Queen Mary's Army Auxiliary Corps (QMAAC) in April 1918. During the war, over 57,000 

women served in various capacities as cooks, controllers, administrators, or in various supply or 

 
 
 

 23. The National Archives, “The Establishment of the RAF Nursing Service” (Kew, Richmond, Surrey, 

UK: The National Archives Catalogue), accessed May 4, 2020, https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-

your-research/research-guides/military-nursing/#9-records-in-other-archives. 
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quartermaster roles. At its height in November 1918, the strength of the QMAAC was more than 

40,000 women. With the conclusion of hostilities, the corps was disbanded in September 1921.24 

 The Royal Navy established the Women's Royal Naval Service (WRNS), popularly 

known as the ‘Wrens’, as its women's auxiliary. The WRNS was formed in 1917 to carry out 

shore-based duties and allow sailors to go to sea. Recruitment posters encouraged women to 

‘Free a man for sea service’ and eventually over 5,000 women joined.25 WRNS included cooks, 

clerks, wireless telegraphists, weapons analysts, range assessors, electricians and other trades. 

Like its army counterpart, the WRNS was disbanded at the conclusion of the First World War. 

 When the decision was taken to merge the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) and the Royal 

Naval Air Service (RNAS) to form the Royal Air Force (RAF), various military leaders were 

concerned about the loss of their female workforce found in the QMAAC and WRNS. Their con-

cerns were over-ridden and a separate women's component of the air service, the Women's Royal 

Air Force (WRAF), was formed on 1 April 1918. Nearly 10,000 members of the QMACC who 

had been employed at Royal Flying Corps air stations transferred to the Women's Royal Air 

Force on its formation in April 1918, as did about 2,000 members of the WRNS. The WRAF 

quickly reached a peak strength of a little over 15,000 women in August 1918, with over 50 

trades being open to women, including tailoring, photography, catering, pigeon-keeping and 

driving.26 The WRAF was disestablished in 1920. 

 
 24. The National Archives, “Women's (later Queen Mary's) Army Auxiliary Corps: Service Records, First 

World War, War Office 398” (Kew, Richmond, Surrey, UK: The National Archives Catalogue), accessed May 4, 

2020, http://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C15099. 
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 The start of World War II in 1939 saw the rebirth of women’s service in then His Maj-

esty's Armed Forces. The decision to incorporate women into the armed forces was again driven 

by the need for more people. Involuntary conscription was seen as a necessary step to take as, 

“there were not enough men volunteering for police and civilian defense work, or women for the 

auxiliary units of the armed forces.”27 This led to one unique aspect of World War II service for 

women in Great Britain. In accordance with the National Service Act (NSA) of December 1941, 

all unmarried and childless women between 20-30 years of age were subject to involuntary ser-

vice in one of the women’s auxiliary services.28 Women who were so conscripted were osten-

sively given the choice of which auxiliary military service they chose to join or they could work 

in munitions and military manufacturing facilities or in agriculture. “The prospect of female con-

scription sparked considerable debate in Parliament but most MPs accepted the need for female 

conscription as long as married women were excluded from compulsory service.”29  However, 

not all Members of Parliament agreed with female conscription. One member of the Labour Par-

ty, Mrs. A. Hardie, argued against conscription of women when she said, “I do object to women 

being conscripted for National Service.  My point is that war is not a woman’s job.  In spite of 

the feminist attitude—and I am as good a feminist as anyone—I say they have no right to con-

script women for war. It has been a tradition for many generations that war is a man’s job, that 

women have the bearing and rearing of children and should be exempt from war.”30 Despite such 

 
 27. Parliament, “Conscription: the Second World War”, (London, UK: Parliament, Parliamentary 

Archives), accessed May 9, 2020, https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/private-
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opposition, the bill that included the provision to conscript women for wartime service passed. 

However, even in face of the existential threat to the survival of Great Britain posed by Nazi 

Germany, females in the auxiliary forces were prohibited from engaging in ground combat. 

 As a result of the NSA, over a quarter of all women who served in uniform were con-

scripted, with the draft accounting for the induction of  “125,000 women into the military over 

the next three years, while 430,000 more volunteered.”31 National Service for women ended in 

1945, but continued for men until 1963, when the last conscripted male was discharged.  

 The Royal Navy reinstituted the WRNS, which included all of the WWI roles but was 

expanded to include flying support aircraft, transports and ferrying aircraft from factories and 

training units to operational squadrons. Over 74,000 women answered the call to ‘Join the Wrens 

—free a man for the fleet’, with over 100 women giving their lives for their country during the 

war, primarily due to accidents and natural causes. Unlike at the end of the First World War, the 

WRNS continued in existence following the conclusion of the war but with only 3,000 officers 

and enlisted women in the ranks.32 

 The British Army brought women back into service on September 9, 1938, with the for-

mation of the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS). At its peak in June 1943, 210,308 officers and 

auxiliaries were serving with the ATS, including the daughter of the Prime Minister, Mary 

Churchill and the future queen, the then Princess Elizabeth.33 Although barred from serving in 
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combat, about 700 women died while participating in support roles such as drivers, mechanics, 

duty with the anti-aircraft command, searchlight operators and military police, in addition to 

more traditional roles such as administrators, typists, cooks and storekeepers.34 Similar to the 

WRNS, women continued to serve in the ATS following the end of the war, but in greatly re-

duced numbers. The Royal Air Force re-established the WRAF as the Women's Auxiliary Air 

Force (WAAF) on June 28, 1939, reaching a peak strength of 182,000 women in July 1943. The 

work undertaken by the WAAF was wide ranging; from cooking to meteorology; from admin-

istrative duties to maintaining and repairing aircraft. Although there were no female WAAF 

pilots, women did fly aircraft in Great Britain during the Second World War as civilian pilots of 

the Air Transport Auxiliary. By June 1946 over 100,000 women had left the service.35 

 The British Government was conscious of the contribution made by the women in all 

three services and Parliament prepared proposals for retaining a permanent female peacetime 

force. As a result, in 1949 women were officially recognized as a permanent part of the British 

Armed Forces, although full combat roles were still restricted to men. The Women's Royal Air 

Force was re-formed on 1 February 1949, although by then there were only several hundred 

women serving in its ranks. The WRNS and the ATS continued to exist, but primarily reverted 

back to administrative and other supporting functions. The Women's Royal Army Corps 

(WRAC) was created in 1949 to replace the ATS, while the WRNS continued under the same 

designation. 

 Throughout the late 1940s and into the 1960s, the Labor Party helped bring about what 

 
 34. The Imperial War Museum, “The Auxiliary Territorial Service in the Second World War, Information 

Sheet Number 42” (London, UK: The Imperial War Museum), accessed May 10, 2020, 
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became known as the ‘Welfare State’ in Great Britain.36 The establishment of a requirement for a 

large number of government employees to work in the government services sector, as well as the 

post-war reconstruction efforts, led to a labor shortage among both men and women. This labor 

shortage in the UK had a detrimental effect on the ability of the Ministry of Defense (MOD) to 

recruit large numbers of women into the armed forces. This was also a period of international 

change for the British Empire, as colonies became independent and the need for large standing 

armed forces continued to shrink. As a result of these factors, the number of women in the mili-

tary remained small. 

 Over the ensuing 30 years women became full-fledged members of the British Armed 

Forces. The changing roles that women had in the armed services mirrored those of the broader 

British society. Once they had won the vote following the First World War, women began to use 

their emerging power, reflected in the ballot box, to bring women’s issues to the forefront of 

many national debates. “The 1920s and 1930s saw a range of legislation passed for women’s 

benefit, much of which became the foundation of the postwar welfare state.”37 By the 1950s, the 

campaign for equal pay for men and women gained traction alongside the ever-increasing roles 

of women in all aspects of the private, commercial and government sectors of the economy. This 

was also “a time when the dimensions and status of women’s work were changing, laying the 

 
 36. Arts and Humanities Research Council, “Women and Work: Post World War II: 1946-1970”, 

University of Leeds and the University of Lincoln, Arts and Humanities Research Council, Leeds, UK, accessed 
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safety nets for those in need. In Britain, this includes income support, unemployment benefits, a national health 

service, free education, council housing and old age pensions, many of which were first introduced by the Labour 

government after the Second World War.  
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foundation for future, more dramatic social change. One of the most significant lasting impacts 

of the Second World War on women’s status was the expansion of  women’s work; specifically, 

continuing to work after marriage became far more common and acceptable.”38 

 From the mid-1960s through the mid-1970s, there was a surge of legislation on gender-

related issues. This legislation included the legalization of abortion and male homosexuality, the 

abolition of capital punishment, divorce law reform in 1969, free birth control in 1967 and the 

Equal Pay Act of 1970. In 1970, the Matrimonial Proceedings and Property Act gave women an 

increased share of matrimonial property by recognizing the wife’s non-financial contribution to 

the partnership. In 1973, mothers at last gained equal legal rights with fathers in decisions over a 

child’s upbringing. In 1975 the Equal Opportunities Commission was established.39 The changes 

in British society were reflected in the expanding roles of women in military and naval service.  

 By the late 1950s, about 80% of all jobs in the Royal Air Force were open to women. In 

1962, the first females were recognized as aircrew and in September 1989, the first female navi-

gators commenced training. In early 1990, the first female RAF pilot graduated. The first female 

entrants were admitted into the RAF College, Cranwell, in 1970. On 1 April 1994, the WRAF 

formally merged with the RAF, marking the full integration of women into the air force.40 

 After 1949, when the WRNS became a permanent part of the naval establishment the 

traditional ‘female’ categories of cooks and administrators were expanded to include aviation 

 
 38. Harold Smith ed., “The Effect of War on the Status of Women,” War and Social Change: British 

Society in the Second World War (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 1986), 208-29. 
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mechanics, meteorologists, electronics technicians and other support functions.41 In 1974, a 

study group was established to research methods to fully merge the WRNS into the Royal Navy. 

While many efforts were made to completely incorporate women into the navy as a result of this 

study’s findings, WRNS, remained ashore until early 1990, when the first detachment of nine 

WRNS went to sea. Initially, service at sea was voluntary for women. However, for women who 

enlisted after September 1, 1990, they were subject to the same assignments, afloat or ashore, as 

men.42 In January 1991, the Royal Navy announced that women would be able to enter flight 

training for both fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters. By 1993, women were full-fledged mem-

bers of the surface fleet and the shore establishment, while still being barred from the submarine 

force. In that year, the Royal Navy fully integrated the 4,535 women serving in the WRNS. 

 Women continued to serve in the British Army following the Second World War as 

members of the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS). That changed in 1949, with the formation of 

the Women's Royal Army Corps (WRAC) on February 1, 1949. The corps included all women 

serving in the Army, except medical and veterinary orderlies, chaplains and nurses. In 1952, the 

WRAC was fully integrated into the British Army. However, it wasn’t until the 1980s that wom-

en were authorized to train with and carry weapons. In 1984, the first women were admitted into 

the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, some seven years after women were first admitted to 

the United States Military Academy at West Point. However, the Sex Discrimination Act of 

1975, allowed for the continuing exclusion of women from combat roles.43 By 1991, most 
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WRAC officers and servicewomen were serving within specific regiments in the British Army 

and the Ministry of Defence determined that there was no longer a need for a separate WRAC. 

By the end of 1991, the women serving with these regiments and other units were formally trans-

ferred to those units and in 1992, the WRAC was formally disbanded. 

 The twenty years between 1990 and 2010, were years of continued growth in opportun-

ities for women in service. Women could be found on almost all British warships, with the ex-

ception of submarines. Female pilots were no longer the exception in both rotary-wing and 

fixed-wing units. The prohibition against women serving in ground combat arms positions re-

mained, however, but almost all other positions were opened to women in the army.44 

 These years were also years of personnel turbulence, due initially to the drawdown in 

the overall requirements caused by the end of the Cold War, followed by a rapid increase in per-

sonnel requirements due to the conflicts in the Middle East. In 1990, there were 17,470 women 

serving in the British Armed Forces, about 5.7% of the total force. By 1997, the total number 

dropped to 14,830, but due to large deceases in the number of males serving, the percentage had 

risen to 7.0% of the total number. By 2009, the number of women serving was about the same as 

in 1990, at 17,850 but the overall percentage of women serving stood at 9.5%.45 
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 Her Majesty’s Armed Forces conducted military operations in three separate areas of the 

Middle East during this time. The first was from August 1990 until April 11, 1991, known in the 

United States as Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm. Over 53,400 soldiers, sailors, air-

men and Marines deployed to the land, water and airspace around Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and 

Iraq.46 50 servicemen lost their lives during the conflict and subsequent air operations, 24 deaths 

in combat, with another 26 deaths occurring in accidents or from illness.47 No British women 

were killed in combat with the Iraqi Army. 

 The second major operation was in Iraq, which was conducted between March 19, 2003 

and April 30, 2009, while training and support for Iraqi Army forces continued until May 22, 

2011. During this conflict in Iraq, 179 British personnel lost their lives, 138 in combat opera-

tions.48 Of the six British women who died during this operation, three were killed in IED at-

tacks, one was killed when her helicopter was shot down and two died of accidents or natural 

causes. The fact that none of the women were killed while participating in direct ground combat 

was not lost on the MOD, which continued to restrict women from ground combat roles. 

  The third area of operations for the British Armed Forces was in Afghanistan. These 

operations resulted in 456 British casualties, 405 of them in combat. Three female soldiers lost 

their lives in Afghanistan, two due to IED attacks and the third, a medic, was killed from small 
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arms fire while on patrol. 

 During operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, women in the British Armed Forces served 

primarily in support and logistics roles, with limited exposure to combat situations, compared to 

those of other countries’ forces. Much of the operational-level logistics support functions for 

British forces were, and still are, conducted by US and North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

(NATO), units and by civilian contractors. This accounts for the huge disparity between the 

numbers of the nine British females killed in action or other causes and the 173 American wom-

en who have died in Iraq and Afghanistan. Tellingly, “More than 2,300 contractors have been 

killed in Iraq and Afghanistan ... Another 51,000 contractors have been injured; more than 

19,000 at least somewhat seriously.... contractor deaths now represent over 27 percent of US 

fatalities since the beginning of these wars”49   

 As of 2010, female personnel made up around 9% of the British armed forces.50 As a re-

sult of the on-going operations in the Middle East and political pressure at home, in November, 

2010, the British MOD released its report on the exclusion of women from “Ground Close-

Combat Roles”.51 The MOD had conducted its multi-year review with respect to the impacts of 

integrating women into combat arms positions on the operational effectiveness of the UK Armed 
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Forces, specifically the Royal Marines General Service, the Household Cavalry and Royal 

Armoured Corps, Infantry and the RAF Regiment. The most significant finding of this in-depth 

review was,  

 As all the roles necessitate individuals working together in small teams which have to 

 face and engage the enemy at close range, the Secretary of State for Defence concluded 

 that the case for lifting the current restrictions on women serving in combat roles has not 

 been made for any of the units in question. Taking the risk that the inclusion of women in 

 close combat teams could adversely affect those units in the extraordinary circumstances 

 of high intensity close combat cannot be justified.52  

 

 The MOD further concluded that the continued exclusion of women from ground close-

combat roles was “a proportionate means of maintaining the combat effectiveness of the Armed 

Forces and was not based on a stereotypical view of women’s abilities but on the potential risks 

associated with maintaining cohesion in small mixed-gender tactical teams engaged in highly-

dangerous close-combat operations.”53 In 2018, this review was to be reevaluated, based upon 

further studies and research. 

 However, following the change in the position of the United States Government with 

respect to recession of its own combat exclusion policy, in May of 2014, the UK Minister of 

Defence, Philip Hammond, brought the proposed review of the exclusion of women from close 

combat roles in the UK Armed Forces forward from its original date in 2018 to 2014, with a re-

lease date of that review in the summer of 2016. Ostensibly, the rationale behind this expedited 

review process was because, “The government’s decision was taken after research looking into 

three areas of risk – muscular injury, psychological health and impaired reproductive health”54 
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 54. Rowena Mason and Ewen MacAskill, “UK to lift ban on female soldiers serving in close combat 

frontline roles”, The Guardian, July 8, 2016, under “News; Military”, accessed May 19, 2020,  

 



 

131 

 

was completed faster than expected. These studies found that, “women were twice as likely to 

suffer breaks and serious muscle injuries from carrying heavy kit for long periods over rough, 

battlefield terrain”.55 However, government officials believed that by changing physical fitness 

tests and training regimes, these injuries could be reduced. More to the point was that several UK 

ministers stated that this change was made to bring the UK in line with several of her allies, spe-

cifically, Australia, Canada and the United States. The Prime Minister, Mr. David Cameron, said 

he had asked for the change to be made “as soon as possible”.56 In July, 2016, the PM lifted the 

ban on women serving in ground combat positions, despite the British Government’s own evi-

dence that lifting the ban was unjustified, potentially harmful to females and detrimental to com-

bat efficiency.  

 A review of the British experience with women in the armed forces also serves as a log-

ical pathway into an examination of the roles that women have had in the services of other mem-

bers of the British Commonwealth57, Canada, Australia and New Zealand. 
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 55. Ben Farmer, “Women to Serve in Combat in British Forces”, The Telegraph, July 8, 2016, under 

“News”, accessed May 20, 2020, http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/07/08/women-to-serve-in-combat-in-

british-forces/. 

 

 56. Ibid. 

 

 57. The Commonwealth, “Our History”, (London, UK: Offices of the Commonwealth Secretariat), 

accessed May 9, 2020, https://thecommonwealth.org/about-us/history. Over time, different countries of the British 

Empire gained varied levels of independence from Britain. Semi-independent countries were called Dominions. 

Leaders of the Dominions attended conferences with Britain from 1887. The 1926 Imperial Conference was 

attended by the leaders of Australia, Canada, India, the Irish Free State, Newfoundland, New Zealand and South 

Africa. At the 1926 conference, Britain and the Dominions agreed that they were all equal members of a community 

within the British Empire. They all owed allegiance to the British king or queen, but the United Kingdom did not 

rule over them. This community was called the British Commonwealth of Nations or just the Commonwealth. The 

Dominions and other territories of the British Empire gradually became fully independent of the United Kingdom. 

India, which became independent in 1947, wanted to become a republic which didn't owe allegiance to the British 

king or queen, but it also wanted to stay a member of the Commonwealth. At a Commonwealth Prime Ministers 

meeting in London in 1949, the London Declaration said that republics and other countries could be part of the 

Commonwealth and the modern Commonwealth of Nations was born.  
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Canada 

 Canadian women first served in the military in 1885 when twelve female nurses, known 

as Nursing Sisters, deployed with Canadian forces to Moose Jaw and Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, 

Canada, where Canadian troops were deployed to put down a local insurrection, the so-called 

North-West Rebellion. 

  As a result of the outbreak of the Boer War in South Africa, Canadian troops were sent 

overseas as part of the British Empire’s response. Midway through the war, in 1901, the Canadi-

an Army Nursing Service was created, with a total of twelve female nurses serving in the war.58 

 After the reorganization of Canadian Army Medical Department, the majority of nurses 

assumed a reserve status with only a half-dozen serving as active duty nurses with the Canadian 

Army. When Britain declared war on Imperial Germany in August 1914, there were five Perma-

nent Force nurses and 57 listed in reserve.59 By the end of the war in 1918, “a total of 3,141 

Nursing Sisters served in the Royal Canadian Army Medical Corps and 2,504 of those served 

overseas in England, France and the Eastern Mediterranean.... approximately 45 Nursing Sisters 

had given their lives, dying from enemy attacks including the bombing of a hospital and the sink-

ing of a hospital ship, or from disease.”60 Canadian women did not serve in a uniformed capacity 

other than nurses during the war. 

 With the advent of the Second World War in 1939, the Canadian Army Nursing Service 

was expanded to include the three branches of the Canadian military, the navy, army and air 

 
 58. Ministry of Veterans Affairs, “The Nursing Sisters of Canada”, Ministry of Veterans Affairs, Quebec, 

CA, accessed June 6, 2020, https://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/those-who-served/women-

veterans/nursing-sisters. 

 

 59. Ibid. 

 

 60. Nursing Sisters' Association of Canada, “Canada’s Nursing Sisters”, Nursing Sisters' Association of 

Canada, Ottawa, CA, accessed June 10, 2020, http://www.ns.legion.ca/crguide/Canadas%20Nursing%20Sisters.pdf. 
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force. By war's end in September 1945, a total of 4,480 Nursing Sisters had enlisted, including: 

3,656 with the Royal Canadian Army Medical Corps (RCAMC), 481 with the Royal Canadian 

Air Force (RCAF) Medical Branch, and 343 with the Royal Canadian Naval (RCN) Medical Ser-

vice.61 Only one female nurse died as a result of enemy action in the war, while several others 

succumbed to illness, disease or accidents.                                                                    

 Much like their nursing colleagues in British service, the nursing services in all three 

branches of the Canadian military were substantially reduced at the end of the war, with a total of 

30 RCAMC, 30 RCAF and 20 RCN Nursing Sisters becoming members of the permanent  force.  

 During the post-World War II era, the Nursing Sisters served with UN hospitals in Korea, 

with NATO at various locations in Europe, as well as throughout Canada. In 1959, the three sep-

arate nursing services were integrated into a single organization, the Canadian Forces Medical 

Service (CFMS). In 1968, Canada unified its three service branches into one service, the Canad-

ian Forces, and the CFMS was re-grouped administratively into the new Canadian Forces Medi-

cal Branch. A further reorganization placed the members of the CFMS administratively under the 

Canadian Forces Health Services Group, which today also retains the operational control of Ca-

nadian medical and dental personnel.62 On 16 August 2011, the names for the three elemental 

commands of the Canadian Forces reverted to their historical predecessors, the Royal Canadian 

Navy (RCN), Canadian Army, and Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF), although the unified 

structure of the Canadian Armed Forces was maintained. The CFMS was redesignated the Royal 

 
 61. Ministry of Veterans Affairs, “The Nursing Sisters of Canada”. 

 

 62. Department of National Defence, “Canadian Forces Health System” (Ottawa, CA: Department of 

National Defence), accessed June 12, 2020,  

https://web.archive.org/web/20050829184331/http://www.forces.gc.ca/health/news_pubs/hs_factsheets/pdf/sheet_01

.pdf. 
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Canadian Medical Service in 2013.  

 In the World War II, Canadian women served in capacities other than just nursing. Start- 

ing in 1941, women were eligible for enlistment in the various women’s auxiliary services of the 

Canadian Army, Royal Canadian Navy and Royal Canadian Air Force.  

 The Canadian Women’s Army Corps (CWAC) was officially established in July,1941, 

with recruiting of women beginning some three months later. In March 1942, the CWAC was 

formally integrated with the Canadian Army. Most of the enlistees found themselves initially 

working in fields traditionally performed by women, such as laundry, household chores, and 

cooking. Manpower shortages soon opened up additional fields of work, or trades, such as cler-

ical work and communications services, switchboard operators, radar operators, cipher clerks. 

Females also found themselves driving cars, trucks, ambulances, and serving as mechanics or 

radar operators.63 Most of the women served in Canadian stations and bases but about 550 wom-

en total served in London and later in Rome after its capture in 1944. No CWAC women were 

killed in action during World War II. In all, 21,624 women served in the Army, and at the end of 

the war, there were 636 officers and 13,326 enlisted women still serving in the CWAC.64 

 The Canadian Women’s Auxiliary Air Force of the RCAF was established July 1941, be-

ing created to “release for other duties those members of the RCAF presently employed in ad-

ministrative, clerical and other comparable types of service employment”.65 The change to the 

 
 63. Barbara Dundas and Dr. Serge Durflinger, “The Canadian Women’s Army Corps, 1941-1946”, The 

Canadian War Museum, Ottawa, CA, accessed June 14, 2020, https://www.warmuseum.ca/learn/dispatches/#tabs. 

 

 64. Juno Beach Centre Association, “The Canadian Women’s Army Corps”, Juno Beach Centre 

Association, Burlington, Ontario, CA, accessed June 14, 2020, https://www.junobeach.org/canada-in-

wwii/articles/the-canadian-womens-army-corps/. 
 

 

 65. Royal Canadian Air Force, “Women in the War-era RCAF”, History and Heritage (Ottawa, CA: Royal 

Canadian Air Force), accessed June 15, 2020, http://www.rcaf-arc.forces.gc.ca/en/on-windswept-heights-2/26-

history-1939-1945.page. 
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designation RCAF Women’s Division (WD) came in February 1942. Their motto was “We serve 

that men may fly!”66 Over the course of the war, approximately 17,038 women served with the 

WD, thirty of whom died on active duty due to natural causes and accidents. “By 1943 WDs 

were a fixture at RCAF stations and headquarters throughout Canada. The first WDs to serve 

overseas left Canada on 21 August 1942, and by December 1944, almost 1,500 could be found 

throughout Britain as part of the headquarters of the RCAF Overseas and No. 6 (RCAF) Group 

of RAF Bomber Command.”67 The end of the war also brought an end to the Women’s Division, 

with the last of the female members of the RCAF, excluding nurses, being discharged by Decem-

ber 1946. 

 The Royal Canadian Navy was the last branch of the Canadian armed forces to accept 

women, as the Women’s Royal Canadian Naval Service (WRCNS) was not established until July 

of 1942, a year after the army and air force had done so. Nicknamed “Wrens” like their Royal 

Navy counterparts, the initial occupations available to females were those which could immedi-

ately release men for active duty. By 1943 however, Wrens could serve as cooks, stewards, sup-

ply assistants, general clerks, stenographers, postal clerks, administrative writers, coders, tele-

phone switchboard or teletype operators, aircraft plotters, wireless telegraphists (w/t), motor 

transport (m/t) drivers, dispatch riders and messengers. Over 6000 women served during the war. 

Six died in service, with 500 Wrens having served overseas in England and Ireland while an-

other 500 served in Newfoundland (which was then not part of Canada) and in Washington, DC. 

 
 

 66. Ibid. 

 

 67. Canadians at Arms (CaA) Historical Society, “RCAF – Women’s Division”, Canadians at Arms (CaA) 

Historical Society, Calgary, Alberta, CA, accessed June 6, 2020, https://canadiansatarms.ca/rcaf-womens-division/. 
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The WRCNS was disbanded in August, 1946.68 

 Following the large reduction in personnel after the Second World War, Canada did not 

have any women serving in the active forces, besides nurses. However, the onset of the Korean 

War, and with it, Canada’s participation in the conflict, changed that. “Women joined the Royal 

Canadian Air Forces in 1951, the Royal Canadian Army in 1954, and  the Royal Canadian Navy 

in 1955. Eventually, a personnel ceiling of 1500 women was set with  employment restricted to 

only 20% of all CF occupations, specifically to the ‘traditional woman  occupations’ of admin-

istration, personnel and medical service.”69   

  With the unification of the CF under the Canadian Forces Reorganization Act, 1968, the 

Royal Canadian Navy, the Canadian Army and the Royal Canadian Air Force were integrated 

together, forming the unified Canadian Forces, but still with only 1,500 women authorized to 

serve.  Following quickly upon the heels of unification was a change in priorities for Canada’s 

military. On 3 April 1969, Prime Minister Trudeau announced in a speech that the new priorities 

of the Canadian Forces would be to provide protection against external and internal threats as the 

number one mission, followed by co-operating with the United States in the defense of North 

America as the number two mission. The next two missions would be meeting NATO commit-

ments and UN peacekeeping missions. This new prioritization led to an extreme downsizing of 

military, naval and air forces. Army forces shrank and bases closed. The size of the land force 

commitment to NATO continued shrinking from two combat brigades to one brigade with no 

 
 68. The Canadian Forces Base (CFB) Esquimalt Naval & Military Museum, “WRCNS – The ‘Wrens’”, 

CFB Esquimalt, Esquimalt, British Columbia, CA, accessed June 16, 2020, 
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October 2006), accessed June 18, 2020, 
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tanks, until in the summer of 1993, there were no more Canadian ground combat forces in Ger-

many. The defense of North America commitment mainly fell on the air force, which could not 

buy new aircraft because it was spending an inordinate amount of money just to maintain its ag-

ing airplanes and equipment. The naval forces shrank, including the retirement of Canada’s only 

aircraft carrier. The CF’s emphasis became support to the UN for various peacekeeping missions 

around the world.70 

 By the time of the first Gulf War in 1990-91, Canada’s armed forces were at such a nadir 

of strength, that they could not supply any ground combat forces for the coalition effort. The 

RCAF sent a single squadron of fighters, the Army sent a field hospital and the RCN provided 

two destroyers and a supply ship to the multi-national force.71 No Canadians in the CF were kill-

ed in that conflict. 

 The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001 sparked a limited and short-lived halt to this 

downward spiral for the CF. The threat of international terrorism reaching to the shores of Cana-

da, caused the government to begin to replace aging equipment at a rate not seen in the previous 

30 years. End-strength numbers were increased by Parliament and Canada supported both UN 

and NATO missions to Afghanistan. Canada’s forces were involved in that country from Decem-

ber 2001 until May 2014, with 158 Canadians giving their lives.72 These losses included four 

 
 70. J. L. Granatstein, Canada’s Army: Waging War and Keeping the Peace, 2d ed. (Toronto, CA: 

University of Toronto Press, 2011), 367-381.  
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female soldiers, two killed in action and two by other causes.73 Following the end of the Cana-

dian combat mission in Afghanistan, Canada resumed its focus on peacekeeping and human-

itarian missions, with a subsequent reduction in defense expenditures, so that Canada now 

spends less than 2% of its Gross National Product on defense, while cutting back in all areas, 

including its revered contributions to UN peacekeeping missions. 

 The budgetary and reorganization actions had major impacts on CF, but it was two other 

areas that had more substantive impacts on Canada’s military and naval future. Throughout  the 

1960s through 1980s, Canada was experiencing similar changes with respect to the roles of 

women in society, as those seen in the United States and Great Britain. The increased opportun-

ities for employment and social mobility of women, exacerbated by the very real cultural divi-

sions between Canada’s French-speaking and English-speaking citizens, had a corresponding im-

pact on the Canadian Forces, primarily through far-reaching legislative changes. In 1967, the Ca-

nadian government convened the Royal Commission on the Status of Women, to review Canadian 

women's involvement in society and industry. “By 1970 the Commission tabled 167 recommend-

ations for improving the equality of Canadian women, of which six referred directly to employ-

ment in the CF. In 1971, CF employment policies were changed to ensure equality for men and 

women on various criteria including enrollment, terms and conditions for service, pay and bene-

fits.”74  However, women were still restricted from serving in direct combat roles, as well as 

serving on submarines and at some remote duty stations.   

 
 73. Ministry of Veterans Affairs, “Lest We Forget Her: Canadian Women Who Have Died in Service”, 

Ministry of Veterans Affairs, Ottawa, Ontario, CA, accessed June 20, 2020,  
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 It was two other legislative or regulatory rulings, however, that were to have even greater 

 effects on the integration of women, the Canadian Human Rights Act of 1978 (CHRA)  and  the 

1989 Canadian Human Rights Tribunal ruling on gender integration in the CF.75 The CHRA of 

1978, as amended in 1985, prohibited discrimination in employment on the grounds of race, na-

tional or ethnic origin, color, religion, age, marital status, family status, disability, conviction for 

which pardons have been granted, and gender.76 This act was deemed to be applicable to the Ca-

nadian Forces, which immediately undertook a study to determine the manner in which women 

could be employed in military occupations from which they had previously been excluded. This 

move by CF leadership resulted in a five-year trial known as the ‘Servicewomen in Non-Tradi-

tional Environments and Roles (SWINTER)’. The purpose of this trial was to determine the im-

pact on operational effectiveness of employing servicewomen in sea, land, and air combat units 

and at an isolated military installations. As a result of this trial, the Chief of Defence Staff de-

termined that up to 75% of all military and naval occupations could be opened to women. “The 

only areas of restriction remaining were: anti-submarine, fighter, and tactical helicopter squad-

rons in the Air Force; infantry, artillery, armoured, field engineer, signals and field intelligence 

units in the Army; and destroyer and submarine fleets in the Navy.”77 

 In February 1987, the Minister of National Defence announced plans to examine the re-

 
 

 75. Canadian Human Rights Tribunal Homepage, accessed June 18, 2020, https://chrt-tcdp.gc.ca/index-

en.html. The Canadian Human Rights Tribunal (CHRT) has a statutory mandate to apply the Canadian Human 

Rights Act (CHRA) based on the evidence presented and on the case law. Created by Parliament in 1977, the 

Tribunal legally decides whether a person or organization has engaged in a discriminatory practice under the Act. 

The purpose of the CHRA is to protect individuals from discrimination. It states that all Canadians have the right to 

equality, equal opportunity, fair treatment, and an environment free of discrimination. It includes actions taken by 

the CF.  
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maining occupations within the CF that were closed to women and to conduct further trials to 

determine if those could be opened to women as well. The goal for these trials was to determine 

the impact of mixed-gender units on operational effectiveness. The RCAF did not participate in 

the trials as it had already determined that no further trials were required and opened all of its re-

maining positions to women. However, any results of these further trials, regardless of the out-

come, were rendered moot by the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal ruling on gender integration 

in the CF in February 1989. This ruling directed that, 

 The CF Combat Related Employment of Women (CREW) trials are to continue but are 

 not to be regarded as trials, but as the lead-up or preparation for full integration, that is, 

 the CREW exercise will be the first stage of implementation of a new policy of full 

 integration of women into all units and occupations now closed to them. Full integration 

 is to take place with all due speed, as a matter of principle and as a matter of practice, for 

 both active and reserve forces.78  

 

Hence, political considerations, rather than the results of studies and trials on operational effec-

tiveness, determined the path for Canadian women to take with respect to serving in ground com-

bat units. 

 Since 2002, the Canadian Forces have fallen under the Employment Equity Act (EEA) of 

1986. The Canadian EEA has the purpose of achieving “equality in the workplace so that no per-

son shall be denied employment opportunities or benefits for reasons unrelated to ability and, in 

the fulfillment of that goal, to correct the conditions of disadvantage in employment experienced 

by women, Aboriginal peoples, persons with disabilities and members of visible minorities.”79 
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 By 2011, two years before the United States changed its policy on women, substantial is-

sues were surfacing with respect to Canadian women serving in direct combat positions. Re-

searchers at the University of Manitoba, who analyzed results from the Canadian Forces segment 

of a national mental health survey that questioned more than 8,000 regular force and reserve 

troops concluded, “that women were significantly more likely to suffer major depression, social 

phobia and post-traumatic stress disorder ... even when factors such as age, rank and exposure to 

violence and other traumatic events were factored out of the study’s results.”80 Sheila Hellstrom, 

a retired Canadian brigadier general, said the study did not surprise her, noting that women in the 

forces often fill dual roles at home and work that can make the unpredictable life more stressful. 

“It’s still difficult for women to a certain extent, because they’re still supposed to be the caregiv-

ers,” said Gen. Hellstrom.81 

 More  trouble  looms  on  the  horizon  for  Canada’s  military and naval forces as mili-

tary efficiency and effectiveness take a backseat to social reforms. Domestic laws, statutes and 

regulations related to equal opportunity in the workplace have, since 1971, been the guiding 

force behind the integration and assimilation of women into the Canadian Forces, especially the 

ground combat arms. Operational effectiveness, based upon military and naval requirements, 

have become secondary and tertiary considerations, at best. The current status of the total inte-

gration of women into the CF is in jeopardy, and will be examined closely in a subsequent chap-

ter.  
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Australia 

 Ever since the time of “Transportation”, women have played an important role in shaping 

the national character of Australia.82 In the early days of transportation, no women, contrary to 

popular belief, were prostitutes, but were either petty thieves, simply impoverished or Irish. 

Their children, “the first generations of the native-born, turned out to be the most law-abiding, 

morally conservative people in the country.”83 In periods of crisis, Australian women have ral-

lied to the flag, such as when the forces of Imperial Japan threatened the very existence of Aus-

tralia, choking off its lifelines to the rest of the world, beginning with the bombing the city of 

Darwin in 1942, followed by 46 additional air raids along the northern and eastern coasts of Aus-

tralia.  In the 21st Century, however, women are playing a somewhat different part when called to 

serve in direct combat units of the Australian forces. They have simply chosen, by-and-large, to 

not participate. The Australian Defence Force (ADF) has undertaken a series of initiatives in re-

cent years to increase the participation of women in all branches of the military and naval forces, 

but in relation to the ground direct combat forces, these initiatives have rendered negligible re-

sults. Beginning with the traditional roles open to women in almost all 19th Century Western na-

tions, nursing and administrators, to the present, there has been a steady growth in the roles of 

 
 82. The National Archives, “Crime and Punishment: Transportation”, The National Archives, London, UK, 

accessed June 10, 2020, https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/candp/punishment/g09/g09cs1.htm. 

‘Transportation’ had been used as a form of punishment since 1717, primarily for crimes involving theft and petty 

crimes. Courts were looking for a punishment which was not as extreme as hanging, but tougher than a fine. In the 

absence of proper prisons, transportation seemed the answer and was used for over a hundred years. Initially 

transportation was to the North American colonies, but following American Independence, a new location was 

sought, Australia. From 1787 to 1857, 162,000 British convicts were transported to Australia. Seven out of eight of 

these were males; Many political prisoners were also transported including Luddites and Irish Nationalists.  By the 

mid-19th century, however, opinion turned against transportation. It seemed wrong to offer convicts a free passage 

to build a new life in Australia when some people were paying to go. Most of all, Australians began to object 

strongly to their country being used as a dumping-ground for Britain's criminals. Transportation ended in 1857.  
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women in the ADF, but that growth has about reached its apogee.  

 Female nurses were first authorized in 1898, in what was then known as the Australian 

Nursing Service of New South Wales. About sixty nurses served in southern Africa as part of the 

Australian contingent of British Imperial forces fighting in the Boer War.84 On July 1, 1902, the 

volunteer nursing services operated by each of the individual colonies found in Australia, were 

combined into one nursing service, the Australian Army Nursing Service (AANS). The Service, 

which was a volunteer reserve component of the Australian Army Medical Corps, and was made 

up of trained nurses who were willing to volunteer to serve in times of a national emergency.85 

With the onset of World War I, the AANS was called to service from its reserve status in the 

medical corps to active duty, when the Australian government offered medical and nursing as-

sistance to the British to aid in its war effort. By the end of the war, “at least 2,286 - and possibly 

as many as 3,000 - AANS members served overseas.”86 These nurses served with the Australian 

forces in Egypt, England, France, Belgium, Greece, Salonika, Palestine, Mesopotamia and India, 

as well as base hospitals in Australia. At the end of the war, the AANS reverted to its reserve sta-

tus and its volunteer nurses returned to their civilian jobs. 

 Unlike their female counterparts in Great Britain, during the war women were restricted 

by the Australian government to service only in the AANS; they did not serve in any of the other 

components of the Australian forces in World War I or in the interwar period of 1918 to 1939.  
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Female army nurses served in World War II, when the Australian Army Nursing Service was 

called back into active service. Over 3,400 servicewomen enlisted for service with the AANS in 

World War II and of these, 71 died in service overseas. 

 Fifty-seven women also served during the war in the Women’s Royal Australian Naval 

Nursing Service (RANNS), with six nurses serving overseas in Papua, New Guinea. Like the 

WRANS, the service that was demobilized in 1948. 

 The Royal Australian Air Force Nursing Service (RAAFNS) was a small service with 

only about 600 nurses serving from 1940 through 1945. Female nurses of the RAAFNS did serve 

overseas in New Guinea during the war and in occupied Japan from the end of the war until the 

RAAFNS was disbanded in 1947. The service was brought back in time for the Korean War with 

RAAFNS nurses serving at a surgical hospital in Seoul, South Korea and with medical evacua-

tion units in Japan. The RAAFNS served throughout Australia’s participation in the Vietnam 

War, again in medical evacuation units. The RAAFNS was fully integrated into the RAAF in 

1977.87  

 “Australia’s entry into the Second World War ... was greeted with little of the imperialist 

flag-waving of 1914, for in the First World War 330,000 Australians had served on distant fronts 

with a staggering 60,000 casualties.”88 But women were eager to serve in capacities other than 

nursing. Volunteer associations were formed by women who wanted to fly, serve on naval ves-

sels, or serve in various components of the army, all in reflection of the ‘ANZAC Spirit’ that  
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had exemplified Australian nationalism since the end of the First World War.89 At first, the Aus-

tralian Government did not support these women’s efforts but by early 1941, manpower short-

ages were beginning to affect the war effort and the government decided to adopt the British 

model for bringing women into the armed forces.  

 In March 1941, the Women's Auxiliary Australian Air Force (WAAAF) was formed in 

order to release more men for service overseas. These women initially served as wireless tele-

graphists working in various communications centers. Soon, however, women found themselves 

in other occupations, such as aircraft mechanics, photographers, meteorological assistants, radar 

technicians, administrators, clerks and cooks. By the end of the war, over 27,000 women had 

served in the WAAAF. Women continued to serve following the end of the war until the 

WAAAF was disbanded in 1947.90 

 The Australian Women's Army Service (AWAS) was formed in September 1941, with 

women working in many of the same roles as those in the WAAAF, initially in traditional duties 

such as clerks, typists and cooks, “to release men from some military duties to serve with fight-

ing units.”91 As the war progressed, they became drivers, signalers, and provosts, as well as 
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respectively. Despite these losses due to bad British planning, support and execution, the ANZAC forces conducted 
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serving in areas such as intelligence, chemical trials, electrical and chemical engineering, and 

ordnance. Women were also trained in various other duties to include the  “3,618 [who] served 

with the Royal Australian Artillery and they manned the Fixed Defences of Australia from Ho-

bart in the South and Cairns in the North, and Perth in the West.”92 Over 24,000 women served 

in the AWAS in World War II, but it was only in the closing months of the war that a contingent 

of 500 women were authorized to serve outside of Australia, when they were assigned to admin-

istrative duties with the Headquarters, 1st Australian Army in New Guinea in May, 1945.93 

Women continued to serve in the AWAS until June 1947, when the AWAS was demobilized and 

all the women remaining were discharged back to civilian life.  

 Women did not serve in the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) in World War I, and it wasn’t 

until two years into World War II, that women first became members of the Women’s Royal 

Australian Navy Service (WRANS). The WRANS was reluctantly approved by the Australian 

government, “on the condition that no publicity should be made of this ‘break with tradition.’  

An agreement to trial 14 women followed, 12 of whom were employed as telegraphists and two 

as cooks. All were posted to the RAN Wireless/Transmitting Station in Canberra on 28 April 

1941.”94 

 The first women were legally considered to be civilians, since the WRANS was not yet 

considered an Auxiliary Force and would not be until 1 October 1942, when women could first 
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enlist for service as members of the Commonwealth Naval Forces under the Naval Defence Act. 

Women were not permitted to serve at sea in RAN, so they were limited to duty ashore. By the 

end of WWII, over 3000 women had enlisted in the WRANS, with over 2500 still serving in uni-

form when the war ended in September 1945, about 10% of the total personnel in the RAN.95 

Like their army and air force counterparts, the women of the WRANS were demobilized in 1947.  

 The onset of the Cold War and Australia’s participation as part of the United Nations 

(UN) forces fighting in Korea, exacerbated Australia’s post-World War II labor shortages. As a 

result, the Australian Parliament announced in 1950 that women would once again be allowed to 

join the military and naval establishments. The restrictions on women serving were reminiscent 

of those in place in World War II.  

 The WRANS was formally re-established and began recruiting in 1951, with the intent to 

help overcome the labor shortages in the RAN by releasing additional trained male personnel for 

service at sea through what became known as the ‘WRAN in, a man out’ policy.96 The policy, 

however, was never intended to provide women for service on board RAN ships, as women in 

the new WRANS could still not serve at sea and could be discharged should they choose to be-

come pregnant or get married. Additionally, in line with the previous wartime policy, women 

were still not eligible for overseas assignments. Nevertheless, changes were on the horizon when  

in December 1959, the WRANS was granted permanent status in the armed forces. 

 Throughout  the 1960s and 1970s changes in Australian society and the growth of the 

women’s liberation movement, brought significant changes to the WRANS. In 1969, married 
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women were authorized to either remain in service or to enlist. In 1974, pregnant women were 

no longer automatically discharged. By the mid-1970s, only about 700 women were serving in 

the WRANS. In 1975, the then-Prime Minister of Australia, Gough Whitlam, directed the mil-

itary and naval establishments to seek additional means to open up new employment opportun-

ities for women in the service. One recommendation was to authorize women to receive equal 

pay as men, which was adopted in 1978. Another recommendation was to authorize women to 

serve at sea, but not in combat roles. In September 1984, this recommendation was put into ef-

fect.97 With these changes in place, it became apparent that maintaining a separate naval service 

for women was impractical and so, in 1985, the WRANS and RANNS were abolished and the 

women became members of the RAN. 

 In April, 1951, the Women's Royal Australian Army Corps (WRAAC) was formed as an 

all-women's corps of the Australian Army. Many of its initial members had served previously in 

the AWAS. Women served in essentially the same occupations in the WRAAC as they did in the 

AWAS, primarily in the administrative and communications fields. However, when Australian 

forces deployed to the Korean War, in the Malayan Emergency, and in Vietnam, the WRAAC 

stayed home. The exception to military women serving overseas at this time were the female 

nurses of the Royal Australian Army Nursing Corps (RAANC); 33 female nurses served in 

Malaya, Australian service-women worked in British Commonwealth Occupation Force (BCOF) 

hospitals in Japan and Korea during the Korean War and another 43 nurses served in Vietnam.98 

Women in the WRAAC received their first overseas assignments when seven women were as-
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signed to a communications unit in Singapore in February, 1967.99 In May 1959, the WRAAC 

was recognized as a permanent part of the Australian defense structure with women serving not 

only in all-female units but in mixed units, due to continuing vacancies related to manpower 

shortages. With their continued recognition for service in the 1960s, other changes gradually fol-

lowed. Starting in March 1973, married women with children under 16 years of age were no 

longer subject to discharge. In 1979, female graduates of various service schools were no longer 

assigned to the WRAAC but instead became members of the army corps to which they were as-

signed, such as the Royal Australian Corps of Signals or Australian Army Intelligence Corps. In 

January, 1985, the WRAAC School was closed and the WRAAC was formally disbanded. Wom-

en now became full-fledged members of the Australian Defence Forces. However, they were still 

restricted from ground combat arms assignments since the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 granted 

an exemption to the ADF for combat or combat related duties. “Ironically, despite the aim of 

eliminating discrimination against women, the result of these exemptions was that women who 

had been employed in combat related duties ... in the Royal Australian Corps of Transport and in 

the Royal Australian Engineers in the Army, were unable to continue to be employed in these 

roles.”100 

  The Women's Royal Australian Air Force (WRAAF) was formed in 1950, again as a 

reflection of the nation-wide manpower shortages. Initially, the total number of women auth-
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orized to be recruited were 30 officers and 822 enlisted women. That number was to remain 

constant until 1965. At first, women could be placed in only 21 different job categories, mainly 

in clerical and administrative positions. By 1967, those categories had expanded to over 30 dif-

ferent job specialties, and by 1970, even more were added.101 Women in the WRAAF were re-

stricted from serving overseas and the restriction remained in place until 1967, when a small 

number of women participated in an exercise in New Zealand. From 1958 until 1970, women in 

the WRAAF were paid at a rate of 75% of what the male airmen were receiving. In 1969, Parlia-

ment passed The National Wage Case of 1969, that established the principle of equal pay for 

men and women doing equal Federal jobs when it concluded, “The wage relationship between 

males and females currently existing under Federal awards and determinations cannot be com-

pletely sustained on the grounds of logic or justice.” 102 In order to make greater use of personnel 

resources, the WRAAF and the female Royal Australian Air Force Nursing Service (RAAFNS) 

were fully integrated into the RAAF in 1977. Beginning in 1987, women first became eligible 

for pilot and aircrew training in the RAAF. Women serving in ground security forces of the 

RAAF were still restricted, however, from serving in combat positions due to the ADF exemp-

tion to the Sex Discrimination Act 1984. 

 In December 1992, the government of Prime Minister Keating announced that Section 43 

of the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 would be amended to affirm that women could serve in all 

army, navy and air force units, except in direct combat units. The Australian government defined 
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service in direct combat units as, “duties requiring a person to commit, or participate directly in 

the commission of an act or violence against an armed adversary; and duties exposing a person to 

a high probability of direct physical contact with an armed adversary.”103 

 Despite the restriction concerning service in direct combat units, by the year 2000, wom-

en in the ADF were able to be employed in 88% of all ADF job categories. However, women 

were serving in only 60% of those available categories, choosing to serve primarily in roles that 

traditionally were performed by ADF women. In that year, there were 44,248 men and 6,507 

women in the permanent ADF. “The Royal Australian Air Force has the highest percentage of 

women at 15.1% (2,121 positions occupied by women), followed by the Royal Australian Navy 

with 14.6% (1,832 positions), and the Australian Army with 10.6% (2,554 positions.)”104 

 Since the passage of the Sex Discrimination Act 1984, various policy and legal restric-

tions that were in place that prevented women from serving in direct combat arms positions have 

been modified or removed. The Australian Government continued to re-evaluate its position on 

women serving in direct combat arms positions in order to offer equal career opportunities to 

both men and women. There were, however, voices in opposition. “For those of us who don't see 

autonomy as the sole, overriding good in society, the decision to put women into combat will 

appear to be wrong in principle.... we perceive that women embody an important feminine prin-

ciple in life, one that is oriented to the nurturing of new life.... Training women to kill in combat 

... denies the feminine principle as a significant good in life. It sends the message that men and 
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women are essentially interchangeable.”105 

  In September 2011, the Government announced that it would remove all gender restric-

tions from ADF combat role employment categories, effectively opening all direct combat units 

to females. The purpose of removing the restrictions on women serving in the combat arms was 

to somehow improve their career opportunities, despite the fact that women were already only 

serving in about 60% of the categories they were eligible to serve in. The purpose was not to in-

crease combat effectiveness or efficiency. This position was reiterated by the Department of 

Defence which stated, “The Chief of Defence Force and Service Chiefs are dedicated to pro-

viding all ADF members with an equal opportunity to an exciting and equitable career through 

the opening of these employment categories.”106 

 

New Zealand 

 During the Boer War in South Africa in 1900, 27 New Zealand nurses served in a civilian 

capacity with British forces.  It was only in 1908 that the Defence Act of 1886 was modified to 

include the formation of the New Zealand Medical Corps Nursing Reserve (NZMCNR), as part 

of the New Zealand Defence Forces. However, nothing came of this authorization since Parlia-

ment did not pass any legislation specifically authorizing the appointment of nurses into ser-

vice.107 
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  New Zealand, like its Australian neighbor across the Tasman Sea, did not authorize wom-

en to serve in any capacity other than nursing during World War I.  But unlike the Australians, 

New Zealand did not have an official military or naval nursing service when World War I broke 

out in 1914. In January 1915, five months into the war, the New Zealand Cabinet approved the 

formation of a New Zealand Army Nursing Service (NZANS), with an authorization to enroll 60 

nurses into the ranks. The Defence Act was again amended and en-rollment began almost immed-

iately. The total number of women authorized for the nurses service was lifted and by the end of 

the war, over 550 nurses had served with the NZANS. Ten nurses were killed when their un-

marked hospital ship was torpedoed by a German submarine, one was killed in an air raid on the 

Western Front while five others died as a result of accidents or natural causes during and immed-

iately after the war. By 1922, the serving nurses had reverted to an inactive reserve status.108 

 In September 1939, with the declaration of war, the NZANS was again activated for ser-

vice. By 1945, 680 nurses would eventually serve in the NZANS in both New Zealand and over-

seas. Another 55 nurses were transferred to the Royal New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF) to ad-

minister medical aid to wounded and ill men serving in the RNZAF. Five other NZANS nurses 

were transferred to the Royal New Zealand Navy (RNZN) to help provide medical services to 

New Zealand sailors during the war.109 Following the end of the war, the NZANS remained ac-

tive, serving as an independent service until 1977, when it became part of the Royal New Zea-

land Army Medical Corps. 
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 By 1940, the New Zealand government realized that the war effort would require the al-

most total mobilization of all of its male and female citizens. Numerous civilian women’s organ-

izations had been formed to assist in the effort and in July 1940, the Women’s War Service 

Auxiliary (WWSA) was formed to coordinate the activities of these various women’s organiza-

tions. But women were needed in uniform as well as working in various war industries and ag-

riculture. 

  The Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF) was the first of the New Zealand women’s 

services to be formed for the war. The WAAF began its service in the RNZAF primarily in the 

area of food services, controlling all aspects of the choice, preparation, serving and catering of 

food. The WAAF soon expanded into other areas such as clerks, shorthand typists, equipment 

assistants, medical orderlies, and drivers. Women also became parachute packers, meteorological  

and radar technicians. Outside of small deployments to Fiji and Norfolk Island, members of the 

WAAF served only in New Zealand. By the end of World War II,  4,753 women had served in 

the WAAF, with a peak strength on active duty in 3,800 in 1944.110 

 On October 1, 1941, the Royal New Zealand Navy was formed. A few months later, in 

April 1942, the Women’s Royal Navy Service (New Zealand), later to be renamed as the Wom-

en’s Royal New Zealand Naval Service (WRNZNS), was authorized by the New Zealand War 

Cabinet. These naval women served initially in the communications field, as well as in admin-

istrative and clerical positions. They later served as cooks and stewards, dental and sick-bay 

attendants, drove naval vehicles, and worked as crews on small boats and launches. When the 
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war ended in 1945, a little over 700 women had served in the WRNZNS, with a peak strength in 

April 1945 of 519.111 

 The last of the services to be formed for New Zealand women was the New Zealand 

Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps (WAAC) in July of 1942. “The formation of the WAAC did, 

however, mark a change of policy: the decision to employ women in the Army wherever possible 

to release men for active service or, in special cases, for industry.”112 This policy change was 

brought about by the immediate threat to New Zealand by the rapidly advancing forces of Imper-

ial Japan and the government’s decision to continue to maintain the 2nd New Zealand Expedi-

tionary Force with British forces in the Middle East, primarily Egypt. Women in the WAAC ser-

ved as typists, clerks, cooks, and in the communications fields. Unlike most of the women of the 

WAAF and WRNZNS, about 700 WAAC members served overseas in the Middle East and 

across the Pacific Ocean areas, as well as at their home stations in New Zealand. By war’s end, 

some 4,600 women had served in the WAAC.113 

 When World War II ended, the New Zealand government disbanded the women’s ser-

vices. However, within two years, the government had reversed itself and determined that each 

of the three military or naval services should have a women’s auxiliary. These three women’s 

services remained as separate components of the New Zealand Defence Force until 1977, when 

all were amalgamated into the New Zealand army, navy and air force. The numbers of women 

serving in the separate services in the 30 years between 1947 and 1977 remained very small. For 
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example, there were only about 100 women serving in the navy at any given time during those 

years.114  

 The New Zealand Defence Force contributed small numbers of male combat and support 

units to serve with British Commonwealth and Australian forces in  Korea, Malaya and Vietnam, 

all as New Zealand’s contribution to United Nations and South East Asia Treaty Organization 

forces. The small NZDF structure retained its emphasis on combat missions throughout the Cold 

War until about 1990, when the New Zealand government altered the focus of the forces from 

primarily combat to peacekeeping and humanitarian assistance. This change in focus correspond-

ed to a changing geographic emphasis, from world-wide, mutual security arrangements to a re-

gional emphasis, with the South Pacific and Antarctic areas becoming the primary areas of inter-

est. “In 1957, the government’s Defense Review stated, ‘the threat arises today from the world-

wide activities of the Communist bloc’ and prescribed the need for New Zealand to guarantee its 

security through ‘collective defense arrangements’.... the government’s 1978 Review identified 

an absence of threats to New Zealand’s security. Instead, it called for a focus on ‘the part of the 

world in which we belong’, the South Pacific,’’115 As a direct result of this lack of external 

threats, the New Zealand ground forces shrunk significantly to about 4,700 soldiers, with just a 

single brigade-sized active duty combat force of about 2,400 soldiers, backed up by various sup-

port elements, all tailored to the new, primarily constabulary role envisioned for the New Zea-

land Forces.116 The air force discarded its combat strike capability and reoriented itself on trans-

 
 114. RNZN Communicators Association, “Women’s Royal New Zealand”. 

 

 115. Amy L. Catalinac, “Why New Zealand Took Itself out of ANZUS: Observing ‘‘Opposition for 

Autonomy’’ in Asymmetric Alliances”, Foreign Policy Analysis (2010), under “International Studies Association,” 

accessed July 3, 2020, https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/amycatalinac/files/catalinac_fpa.pdf. 

 

 116. New Zealand Defence Force Personnel Matters, “Personnel Summary, New Zealand Defence Force” 

(Wellington, NZ: New Zealand Defence Force), accessed July 2, 2020, http://www.nzdf.mil.nz/personnel-

records/personnel-branch/default.htm. 

https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/amycatalinac/files/catalinac_fpa.pdf
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port and logistical support missions. Maritime security of New Zealand’s home waters and sup-

port to the security forces of South Pacific island countries became the focus of the navy.117 

 Other contributing factors for this change in military focus were the closely related fac-

tors of demographics and economics. New Zealand has a population of just over five million 

people, of whom 2.7 million are in the labor force. As of March 2020, just before the COVID-19 

crisis struck all facets of the New Zealand economy, the overall unemployment rate was 4.2%, 

with unemployed males and unemployed females having rates of 4.1% and 4.3%, respectively.118 

The service sector employs 72.7% of the labor force where unemployment for males in the 15-24 

year old age group is at 12.4%, and for females of the same age group, it is 13%.119 Jobs with the 

potential for future growth and career development are therefore very limited or not available for 

young men and women. Because of the high unemployment and limited employment opportuni-

ties, New Zealand-born men in the age group of the traditional recruiting pool for the defence 

forces leave the two home islands at the earliest opportunity, with most heading to Australia. 

These New Zealand ex-pats “are strongly over-represented in Australian job market at prime 

ages, and men working abroad are more likely to hold vocationally-oriented qualifications. 

Therefore the NZDF is not only competing with other New Zealand employers, but also with 

Australian employers for talent and skills.”120 Competition between the private sector and the  

 
 

 

 117. Defence Capability Plan 2019 (Wellington, NZ: The Ministry of Defence, June 2019), accessed July 

3, 2020, https://www.defence.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/03acb8c6aa/Defence-Capability-Plan-2019.pdf. 

 

 118. The Treasury, “Unemployment Rate Table”, The Treasury, The New Zealand Economy, Statistics 

New Zealand, Wellington, NZ, accessed July 2, 2020, https://www.stats.govt.nz/indicators/unemployment-rate. 

 

 119. The World Factbook: New Zealand (Washington, DC: The Central Intelligence Agency, June 10, 

2020), under “Australia-Oceania”, accessed July 3, 2020, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/geos/nz.html. 

 

 120. Maximizing Opportunities for Military Women in the New Zealand Defence Force (Wellington, NZ: 

Ministry of Defence, Evaluation Division, February 2014), 9, accessed July 2, 2020, 

http://www.nzdf.mil.nz/downloads/pdf/public-docs/2014/maximising-opportunities-military-women-nzdf.pdf. 
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New Zealand military to recruit, train and retain people remains intense. 

 Recognizing this problem and its implications for maintaining the end strength of the de-

fense forces, the New Zealand Parliament determined that females should be recruited to fill the 

void left by the insufficient number of  males available for service. Parliament passed  “the 

Human Rights (Women in Armed Forces) Amendment Act 2007, which established the legal basis 

for women’s full participation in front line combat roles. This change in the law was made to 

partially check the exodus of New Zealanders seeking meaningful employment to Australia, 

while improving the opportunities for women to serve in more positions within the New Zealand 

Defence Forces.”121 Since passage of this law, women have served in limited numbers in all de-

fense units, including infantry, armor, and artillery units. The New Zealand Defence Forces sup-

ported the purpose of this law, per its 2013 Annual Report, which stated that the NZDF is 

“strongly committed to ensuring the identification and elimination of any policy, procedural or 

institutional barriers that have the potential to impact on equal employment opportunities.”122  

 Equal opportunity and a lack of sufficient numbers of qualified males to serve in ground 

combat roles in a small, increasingly constabulary-oriented force has been and remains, the im-

petus behind changes in the roles of women in the New Zealand Defence Forces. 

 

Summary 

 As part of its justification for removing the restrictions for assigning women to ground  

 
 
 

 121. Ibid., 11. 

 

 122. The Annual 2013-2014 Report (Wellington, NZ: The Ministry of Defence, New Zealand Defence 

Force, June 30, 2013), 18, accessed July 2, 2020, http://www.nzdf.mil.nz/downloads/pdf/public-docs/2013/nzdf-

annual-report-30june2013.pdf. 
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combat arms positions, the Obama Administration reviewed the experiences of other countries in 

either considering or actually removing those same restrictions. Their analysis of these experien-

ces revealed that the intent of the removal of restrictions in other countries was, in every case, to 

enhance equality among the sexes by providing equal opportunities for employment, increase the 

promotion opportunities for women serving in the military, due to manpower shortages and/or 

was a result of legal proceedings. While combat efficiency and effectiveness were undoubtedly  

considerations in the decisions, these factors have been secondary to these other intentions. The 

Obama Administration officials held to their preconceived positions that opening combat arms 

specialties would enhance opportunities for women serving in the military, while ensuring that 

“all Service men and women are given the opportunity to succeed and are set up for success with 

viable career paths.”123  However, “it should be noted that simply allowing women into combat 

units will not create equality”124 That equality may never be realized.  

 
 123. Report to Congress on Women in the Services Review (Washington, DC: Department of Defense, 

Office of the Under Secretary of Defense Personnel and Readiness, July 2013), 8. 

 

 124. Pamela Laufer-Ukele, “Cross-Dressers with Benefits”, 355. 



 

160 

 

CHAPTER 5: 

 

 

THE CURRENT STATUS OF THE POLICY CHANGE: SUCCESS OR FAILURE? 

 
 

 The 100-year history of women formally serving in the armed forces of the United States, 

and the roles in which they have served, is the result of thousands of years of cultural, philosoph-

ical and theological development. During much of that time, the roles of men and women have 

remained relatively constant in Western European-based societies, influenced by four major con-

vergent factors. One element or consideration that was and remains a component of all these 

factors has been Natural Law. Men and women are different, physically and emotionally, dif-

ferences that have historically led to the establishment of different roles for males and females 

within military establishments. The reasons for women's exclusion from the direct combat roles 

heretofore were not related to negotiable social norms but to the unchanging truths about the na-

ture of men and women that have been acknowledged for centuries. These truths are the Natural 

Law differences between men and women and thus, their different but equally important roles in 

the armed forces, with women not only serving in roles that compliment and support males serv-

ing in direct ground combat roles, but fill other primary military roles and functions. 

  It has only been in the closing years of the 20th Century and the beginning of this cen-

tury, that policy-makers in Western societies have seen fit to try to invalidate immutable Natural 

Law, replacing it with ‘Human Law’, laws that are subject to change and reinterpretation.1 

 
 1.  An example of Natural Law would be an object falling to the ground when dropped by the person 

holding it. People around the world understand what happens, without necessarily thinking about it. Experience this 

once, and a person knows what will occur if he or she releases another object. Sir Isaac Newton developed a Human 

Law of physics, describing such an instance as ‘the Law of Gravity’, if you let go of an object, then it will most 

certainly drop due to the force known as gravity. This was accepted by many rational people to be true, up until the 

advent of quantum physics, at which point, in some instances, the Law of Gravity may be altered, since quantum 

physics or mechanics describes not how things move but by how much, (quantum is the Latin word for 'how much'), 

an object moves and what it’s interaction with other particles may be. It tells us how likely to happen some things 
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Thomas Aquinas best summed up the relationship between the Natural Law and Human Law in 

his masterful work, Summa Theologiae. Aquinas describes Natural Law as moral laws which do 

not generate external sets of rules but instead generate ‘primary precepts’ or general rules that 

any reasonable or rational person can recognize. These primary precepts are universal to all peo-

ple, not just specific societies. Human Law generates ‘secondary precepts’ or guidelines, poli-

cies and laws, that are imposed by societies and governments and while they may be based upon 

some rational explanation, are not necessarily based exclusively upon reason; emotion or cultural 

norms can also play a part in their development. They are not universal to all people and are 

morally acceptable only if they follow Natural Law.2  

 Aquinas applied his understanding of Natural Law to the equality of men and women. 

Aquinas used the terms, ‘form’, which is what causes differences between species and ‘matter’, 

which is what causes differences within species. Human males and females have identical ‘form’ 

but are different in ‘matter’, their physical or physiological make-up, which differentiates be-

tween the sexes of the same species. “We must assert that the intellect ... is the form of the hu-

man body.... It follows therefore that the intellectual principle is the proper form of man.”3 He 

further reasoned that, “Since man is said to be the image of God by reason of his intellectual na-

ture ... the image of God ... is found both in man and in woman.”4 Since all humans, both males 

 
are, rather than telling us that they certainly will happen. Thus, that Human Law, the Law of Gravity, may not be 

true in all instances, being dependent upon many other factors: air density, temperature, pressure, etc. Therefore, 

Human Law is not immutable but subject to change. Another example is murder. Natural Law would be that killing 

another human being is morally wrong. Different civilizations, however, have put into place laws that modify that 

Natural Law, through the use of various ethical parameters, that, under Human Law, allow for killing another 

human, depending upon the circumstances. 

 

 2. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Prima Secundae, 227-239.  

  

 3. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, Prima Pars, 224-226. 

 

 4. Ibid., 426. 
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and females, are formed by a rational soul that chiefly consists of an intellectual nature, it is with 

respect to the soul of man, male and female, not with respect to their physical bodies, then, that 

men and women are essentially equal. For Aquinas, the difference between men and women 

“arises not from their souls or substantial form, but from their bodies or matter: the difference is 

a physical one.... Thomas considered women to be less strong physically than men: references to 

the ‘weaker sex’ and to the ‘frailty’ of the female body are found in his writings. But this relative 

weakness is not the primary difference between men and women; in fact, it is a consequence of 

their sexual or biological difference.”5  In short, while men and women are equal by their nature 

as human beings, they are also quite different in their bodily forms and abilities. 

 This summation by Aquinas remains both relevant and germane to the policy changes re-

garding women serving in direct ground combat arms roles. For centuries following Aquinas, 

policy-makers recognized the impact of Natural Law on their decisions, especially in relation to 

defining combatants and non-combatants, and developing Human Law to define how these dif-

ferences could be accounted for, such as the various Laws of War. But in this instance, in chang-

ing the policies regarding women in combat, policy-makers have failed to account for the very 

real differences between men and women. Countries that have or are moving to lift the restric-

tions on women in direct ground combat arms are trying to annul Natural Law through writ. 

However, the results of these measures have been marked by failure in almost every instance. 

 Women serving in the armed forces have not, by and large, abandoned Natural Law and 

their maternal instincts and as such, many women still become pregnant and have children while 

serving. Policies have been put into place to facilitate and enable this natural tendency, while still 

 
 5. Kristin M. Popik, “The Philosophy of Woman of St. Thomas Aquinas”, Faith and Reason, (Winter 

1978), accessed November 26, 2020, https://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/view.cfm?recnum=2793. 
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trying to move forward on authorizing women to serve in the military in general non-combatant 

roles and in ground combatant roles, in particular. Among these policies is increased medical 

care during pregnancy and postpartum. Liberal leave policies for military mothers following the 

birth of children, in some instances up to and exceeding one year, are becoming commonplace. 

Some countries guarantee the assignment of women to locations near their families, in order to 

provide support for these women while in uniform. Child care centers and day care facilities 

have become common on military bases to care for the children of military members while they 

are attending to their military duties. Unit deployments overseas or otherwise away from home 

posts and stations while female members are pregnant, are obviously affected if the woman as-

signed to that small unit is advanced far enough in her pregnancy that she is physically unable to 

perform her duties. Women who put off becoming pregnant in order to stay with their units often 

leave the service following their initial term of enlistment, as data illustrates, in order to start 

families while still relatively young. This contributes to additional turnover in personnel in in-

dividual units. It is often a Hobson’s Choice for these women, follow Natural Law or Human 

Law, with Natural Law dominating their choices. What this has done to effectiveness and ef-

ficiency of the small ground combat units to which they belong is a matter of conjecture, since 

studies have not been conducted to examine that issue, as there are an insufficient number of 

women assigned to these units to validate any results. But, as will be illustrated further in this 

chapter, at least in these situations, women’s health needs clearly does undermine unit effective-

ness. In essence, with these various policies in place to enable individual women to have children 

while serving on active duty, the collective needs of the service are placed behind those of the 

individual, often with detrimental effects on the efficiency and effectiveness of the individual’s 

unit. 
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 Opponents of shifting or lifting the restrictions on women serving in direct ground com-

bat units often point to the physical limitations of female soldiers and Marines, all of which are 

valid points to make. Proponents of the change blame improper standards and tests for poor re-

sults achieved by women, which often have led military leaders to change the standards and 

‘gender norm’ physical tests in order to equalize test results. The effects on combat efficiency 

and effectiveness of units that are composed of a majority of individuals who meet the minimum 

standards, meaning mixed units, have been evaluated with the expected negative results.6 These 

results are largely ignored by proponents as invalid or skewed. Additionally, the fiscal costs of 

the decision to lift the ban have been enormous wherever implemented, for little to no benefit to 

other than just a few individuals. Changes to facilities, training programs, individual equipment 

and uniforms have been substantial for limited return on the investment, gauged by the few 

women who have qualified for and who are serving in ground combat arms positions. The costs 

of this implementation, as will be argued, have clearly outweighed any benefits.  

 The universal aspect of Natural Law as it pertains to the current status of women in com-

bat arms can be seen in the results and effects that the changes in policy have had on militaries 

around the globe, as well as those of the United States. Information and empirical data derived 

from the revolutionary social experiment known as the termination of the combat arms exclusion 

policy for women, illustrates the extent of the failure of the Human Law premises, and in turn, 

the failure to annul the Natural Laws which continue to govern our species. An examination of 

 
 6. Two examples of these studies are: in the UK, Qualitative Report for the Study of Women in Combat, 

2009; Study of Women in Combat—Investigation of Quantitative Data, 2010 (London, UK: Berkshire Consultancy, 

November 13, 2009), accessed November 10, 2020, 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/27405/study_wom

an_combat_quali_data.pdf, and in the U.S., Marine Corps Operational Test and Evaluation Activity, Ground 

Combat Element Integrated Task Force Experimental Assessment Report (Quantico, VA: Marine Corps Operational 

Test and Evaluation Activity, MCOTEA, August, 2015), accessed November 10, 2020, 

https://assets.documentcloud.org/documents/2504584/mcotea-loe-3-gceitf-final-report.pdf. 
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the results of these changes in the countries that have adopted them validates this proposition. 

 

United Kingdom 

 In July, 2016, the Prime Minister of the UK lifted the ban on women serving in ground 

combat positions. The armed forces quickly moved to integrate women into all occupations once 

the decision to do so was made. “The Royal Armoured Corps was the first ground close combat 

branch to open its doors (in November 2016) to female soldiers and officers, followed by the 

RAF Regiment in September 2017”.7 Artillery units quickly followed suit. But there were prob-

lems just over the horizon. 

 In April 2020, there were 15,900 women in the UK Regular Forces accounting for 10.9% 

of the total strength of about 145,000 personnel.8 This was from a population in the UK of an 

estimated 66.4 million.9 To place these numbers in perspective, in 1945, the UK population was 

a little more than 48 million people, and had over 4.1 million men and 550,000 women who had 

served in uniform. The small total number of people in the current armed forces reflect a con-

scious attempt by successive UK governments to cut costs and  modernize the military by reduc-

ing personnel end strength. Since 2012, the Army has been reduced by over 24,000 people, the 

 
 7. All British Armed Forces Roles Now Open to Women (London, UK: Ministry of Defence, October 25, 

2018), accessed May 5, 2020, https://www.army.mod.uk/news-and-events/news/2018/10/women-in-ground-close-

combat-roles/. 

 

 8. UK Armed Forces Biannual Diversity Statistics, 1 April 2020 (London, UK: Ministry of Defence, June 

25, 2020), 1, accessed September 4, 2020,  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/894196/Biannual_

Diversity_Statistics_Apr20.pdf#:~:text=UK%20Regular%20Forces%20and%20Future%20Reserves%202020%20St

rengths,of%20female%20personnel%20in%20the%20UK%20Regular%20Forces. 

 

 9. Overview of the UK population: August 2019 (London, UK, Office for National Statistics, August 23, 

2019), accessed August 27, 2020, 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overv

iewoftheukpopulation/august2019. 
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RAF by about 7,000 and the Royal Navy and Marines by just over 1,500 personnel.10   

 Even with these significantly reduced numbers, the Ministry of Defense failed to reach its 

diversity goals as outlined in the 2015 Strategic Defence and Security Review, which called for 

the armed forces to be composed of  “at least 15% women” by 2020.11 Neither men nor women 

are flocking to recruiting stations to enlist in the armed forces. Of greater significance for those 

who are championing the cause for women to serve in ground combat roles, only a small number 

of women chose to volunteer for those positions. In a move seen to boost the enlistment of both 

men and women, “In November 2018, MOD removed the five year UK residency requirement 

for Commonwealth citizens wishing to apply to join the Regular Armed Forces.”12 As a result of 

this policy change, from March 31, 2019 to April 1, 2020, the proportion of Black, Asian and 

Minority Ethnic (BAME) “personnel of a Non-UK Nationality joining the UK Regular Forces 

has increased from 42.5 per cent to 64.9 per cent against the same time period last year.”13 With 

this move, the lower income and immigrant population are becoming a larger percentage of the 

uniformed services, which may or may not have a detrimental effect on the armed forces due to 

changes in societal attitudes, language and education and other factors.   

 The largest of the UK armed forces, the British Army, currently has just over 79,600 

soldiers in its ranks. The numbers of women in the ground combat arms is certainly a major 

 
 10. D. Clark, “Number of personnel in the armed forces of the United Kingdom in 2020, by gender”, 

Statista, July 29, 2020, accessed October 26, 2020, https://www.statista.com/statistics/579732/strength-of-uk-armed-

forces-by-gender/. 

  

 11. 2015 Strategic Defence and Security Review (London, UK: Ministry of Defence, January 15, 2016), 18, 

accessed June 23, 2020,    

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/492800/20150118

-SDSR_Factsheets_1_to_17_ver_13.pdf. 

 

 12. UK Diversity Statistics,13. 

 

 13. Ibid., 7. 
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disappointment to those people who had pushed to fully integrate women into those combat 

units, no matter what the cost in combat efficiency, effectiveness, or actual fiscal expenditures. 

By November 2018, the Royal Armored Corps, the first organization to authorize female soldiers 

in ground combat roles, had only 35 female soldiers either trained or in training. However, only 

5 of these women are in the Regular forces, the others are in the Reserves. In the infantry, the 

numbers were much smaller. The Ministry of Defence estimated that only a little more than 4.5% 

of all female recruits could even meet the standards to train as infantry. By August, 2019, only 

five women had chosen to become infantry soldiers and by December 2019, only two women 

had passed the infantry training course that allowed them to be posted to an infantry unit.14 

 The Royal Marines, with 6,600 personnel, have had an even more embarrassing experi-

ence with recruiting and training women to become Royal Marine Commandos. After spending 

the equivalent of over $100,000 to refurbish facilities to allow females to undertake the Royal 

Marine Commando training, only one woman, an Olympic-class rower, entered training. In June, 

2019, at the ten-week point of the 32-week training course, she was injured and forced to with-

draw from training.15 She later chose, after recuperating from her injury, to not re-enter training. 

At this time, no women have passed the course. 

 As of November 2020, women in the UK armed forces have shown a decided propensity 

to adhere to Anglo-Saxon cultural norms, which have as their foundation, centuries of adherence 

to Natural Law, philosophical, intellectual and theological development. These women have, as a 

 
 14. Mark Nicol, “Two women pass the Army's gruelling six month infantry training course”, The Daily 

Mail, November 30, 2019, accessed October 23, 2020, https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-7742777/Two-

women-pass-Armys-gruelling-six-month-infantry-training-course.html. 

 

 15. Jack Elsom, “First Female Royal Marine, 24, is forced to halt her training”, The Daily Mail, June 23, 

2019, accessed October 24, 2020, https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-7171673/First-female-Royal-Marine-

forced-halt-training-breaking-leg-gruelling.html. 
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result, chosen to avoid volunteering for direct ground combat arms positions in any significant 

number. These cultural norms reflect not only those of traditional Western culture, but also those 

of the millions of immigrants who have moved to the UK from around the Commonwealth in the 

past 50 years. For example, many of these people have had negative experiences with either Brit-

ish forces in the colonial past or with the armed forces in their native lands, neither of which lend 

themselves to a fervent desire by women to join the armed forces, especially the ground combat 

arms. The attempt to include women in direct combat roles in the British military has clearly 

generated poor outcomes. 

 

Canada 

 Proponents for women serving in direct combat arms units in the Canadian Forces should 

be  troubled  by  the  current  status  of women in the Canadian military. Since the Canadian Hu-

man Rights Tribunal ruling on gender integration in the Canadian Forces in February, 1989 that 

ushered in the full integration of women into all duties and roles in the military, Canada has been 

seen as the best model to be emulated by others for such integration.  However, recent data and 

information might call that model into question.  

 “In its 2011 Audit Report on Employment Equity in the Canadian Armed Forces, the Ca-

nadian Human Rights Commission invited the Canadian Armed Forces to aim for 25 percent as 

its goal for the representation of women. In January 2014, women comprised 14.8% of the total 

Regular and Reserve personnel in the Canadian Forces. In 2016, the Chief of the Defence Staff 

announced that the Canadian Armed Forces would increase the percentage of women by 1 per-
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cent every year until this overall goal was met.”16 However, by the end of 2018, “women made 

up only 15.4 per cent of both the combined regular and reserve forces”17 This one half of one 

percent rise in the percentage of women comes at a time when the Canadian Forces faced an 

overall reduction in size. The Canadian government recognized that the size of the forces, which 

by January, 2018 stood at just 68,000 total personnel in the active forces, were too small to meet 

commitments, and determined that additional women could make up the shortfall. Reality, how-

ever, interfered with those plans. Research by the Auditor General of Canada found that over 

50% of the women in the Canadian forces were clustered in just six traditional occupations out of 

the 95 total occupations in the Canadian forces: resource management support clerks, supply 

technicians, logistics officers, medical technicians, nursing officers, and cooks.18 

 In March of  2019, the Canadian Armed Forces released figures that illustrated little 

progress had been made towards reaching the specified goals for women overall, and for women 

in ground combat arms occupations in particular. As of January 2019, women represented 15.7% 

of the total force but just 2.9% of the Regular Force combat arms. There are only 51 women 

serving in the infantry for just 0.8% of the total infantry soldiers. There were 57 other women 

serving with the armored forces for 3% of the total soldiers serving in that occupation.  In the 

artillery, women fared little better with 102 women serving as gunners, for about 5% of the total 

 
 16. “Report 5—Canadian Armed Forces Recruitment and Retention—National Defence”, 2016 Fall 

Reports of the Auditor General of Canada (Ottawa, Ontario, CA: Office of the Auditor General of Canada), 2016, 

accessed November 3, 2020, https://www.oag-bvg.gc.ca/internet/English/parl_oag_201611_05_e_41834.html. 

 

 17. Murray Brewster, “Canadian military falling well short of its target for recruiting women”, CBC News, 

January 17, 2019, accessed November 2, 2020, https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/armed-forces-women-recruiting-

1.4691356. 

 

 18. “Report 5—Canadian Armed Forces Recruitment”. 
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artillery personnel.19  

 Extreme measures were undertaken to address the shortcomings in recruiting women into 

the Canadian forces. The National Post of Canada reported that “Depending on the week and 

whether employment equity (or EE) targets are being met, the Canadian Forces periodically 

closes some of its approximately 100 occupations or trades to any applicants but women ... Brig-

adier General Virginia Tattersall, to whom Canadian Forces Recruiting Group (CFRG) reports, 

acknowledged that diversity is a consideration ‘– a significant one, especially near the end of the 

recruiting year when she said, ‘We will look at diversity applicants first’”.20 This approach neg-

atively affected the ground combat arms, with male applicants often waiting months for an op-

portunity to enlist for positions in infantry, armor and artillery, while lesser qualified women 

who often just met the minimum standards, were enlisted in their stead.  

 Indigenous people, known as ‘First Nations’, or native inhabitants of Canada, were seen 

by planners as a relatively untapped source for obtaining additional recruits for the armed forces, 

especially the ground combat forces. An incredulous decision that illustrated the extreme mea-

sures that Canada was willing to adopt in order to induct more females into the ranks, was that 

indigenous candidates, both male and female, are either not required to be able to read or write or 

if they can write, are not required to pass the Canadian Forces Aptitude Test, which all other can-

didates for recruitment are required to pass.21 The inability to read even the most simple of in-

structions, operator’s manuals, or written orders must, of necessity, have a negative effect on the 

 
 19. Women in the Canadian Armed Forces (Ottawa, Ontario, CA: Department of National Defence, March, 

2019), accessed November 1, 2020, http://forces.gc.ca/en/news/article.page?doc=women-in-the-canadian-armed-

forces/izkjqzeu. 

 

 20. Christie Blatchford, “The Canadian Forces jobs where only women need apply”, National Post, April 

19, 2019, accessed November 3, 2020, https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/the-canadian-forces-jobs-where-only-

women-need-apply. 

 

 21. Ibid. 

http://forces.gc.ca/en/news/article.page?doc=women-in-the-canadian-armed-forces/izkjqzeu
http://forces.gc.ca/en/news/article.page?doc=women-in-the-canadian-armed-forces/izkjqzeu
https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/the-canadian-forces-jobs-where-only-women-need-apply
https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/the-canadian-forces-jobs-where-only-women-need-apply


 

171 

 

efficiencies and combat effectiveness of small units. In another move, yet to be implemented, the 

Canadian government was considering lifting the Canadian citizenship requirement for new re-

cruits. This measure, seen by many opposed to it as another attempt to change standards for the 

armed forces was not adopted. Instead, in place of this blanket revocation of policy, individual 

waivers could be granted for foreigners with certain required skill sets.22  

 The leadership of the Canadian Forces has acknowledged that there are no internal fac-

tors that limit the numbers of women in the combat arms. They cite instead, what they call the 

‘military factor’, as the most likely influence on those numbers. The military factor is the unique 

set of conditions and requirements of those ground combat arms duties, requirements which of-

ten include deployments, family separations, frequent permanent relocations and the general 

rigors of military life. The official position of the Canadian Forces was, “While the number of 

women who choose to serve in the Canadian Army’s combat arms appears low, there are no 

systemic barriers or impediments preventing women from doing so. As the CAF is an all-

volunteer force, ultimately the choice is theirs.”23 Women do make a choice, which is not the 

choice that proponents of lifting restrictions on women serving in direct ground combat arms 

would like to see.  

 Since there are no internal barriers to enlisting in the ground combat arms specialties in 

the Canadian Forces, the reason for the extremely low percentages of women who choose to do 

so must lie elsewhere. To provide women with the greatest of opportunities to place themselves 

in harm’s way in combat, Human Law in Canada over the past 40 years has been extended far 

beyond that of most Western countries. However, the results do not validate the effort. Canadian 

 
 22. Kathleen Harris, “Military looks at foreign recruits to boost ranks”, CBC News, May 25, 2018, accessed 

November 2, 2020, https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/caf-military-foreign-recruits-1.4675889. 

 

 23. Women in the Canadian Armed Forces.  
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women, like many of their counterparts in the UK, simply appear uninterested in serving as com-

batants in the Canadian Forces.  

 

Australia 

 Australia has a long history of women serving in its armed forces. The roles that women 

have had in the armed forces have reflected the roles of women in the greater society. During 

wartime, women have served courageously and selflessly. The current overall peacetime re-

quirements for women in the military, however, have been relatively small. In recent years, ad-

vocates for a greater role for military women have targeted a perceived need for women to serve 

in direct ground combat units as a means of reaching equality in careers and promotions within 

the Australian Defense Forces (ADF). As in other countries, the political establishment in Aus-

tralia has joined forces with these advocates to pass laws that remove long-standing restrictions 

on women serving in ground combat units. Despite the perceptions put forth by advocates, it is 

men who are being discriminated against in promotions, as women are being promoted at faster 

rates, “Overall, women are not being disadvantaged in selection decisions on promotions when 

compared with men. Their median time in rank is less than men.”24 The hurried removal of these 

restrictions had nothing to do with increasing the operational effectiveness of the Australian 

Defense Forces, since there have not been any studies conducted in Australia that can prove or 

disprove that hypothesis.  

 In September 2011, the Australian Government announced that it would remove all gen-

der restrictions from ADF combat role employment categories, effectively opening all direct 

 
 24. Women in the ADF Report 2018–19 (Canberra, Australian Capital Territory, AU: Australian 

Government, Department of Defence, Australia, 2020), 31, accessed October 9, 2020, 

https://www.defence.gov.au/annualreports/18-19/downloads/WomenintheADFreport2018-19.pdf. 
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combat units to females. In June 2012, the Australian government approved a five-year Imple-

mentation Plan for the employment of women in combat-related roles and in September 2012, 

the Defence Minister announced that in accordance with this plan, all gender restrictions would 

be removed.25 The purpose of removing the restrictions on women serving in the combat arms 

was not to increase combat effectiveness or efficiency but, as stated in the introduction to the 

Implementation Plan, “The Chief of Defence Force and Service Chiefs are dedicated to provid-

ing all ADF members with an equal opportunity to an exciting and equitable career through the 

opening of these employment categories.”26  

 These changes were codified in law with the repeal of Section 43 of the Sex Discrimina-

tion Act 1984 and the withdrawal of Australia’s reservation under the international Convention 

on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women, in relation to the exclusion of 

women from combat duties.27 

 Under the Implementation Plan, women who were already members of the ADF could 

request transfers into combat units. By January 2013, just 15 active duty women had made the 

requests for transfers, with only two requesting transfers to infantry units.28 Recruiting of women 

 
 25. Hannah Evans, “Steyrs and Sheilas: The Modern Role of Women in the Australian Army”, Australian 

Army Journal, Culture Edition 2013 (Duntroon, Australian Capital Territory, AU: Director, Land Warfare Studies 

Centre, Chief of the Army, 2013), 45, accessed October 2, 2020, 

https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/read/37980665/australian-army-journal. 

 

 26. Removal of Gender Restrictions on Australian Defence Force Combat Role Employment Categories, 

Implementation Plan (Canberra, Australian Capital Territory, AU: Australian Government, Department of Defence, 

Australia, June, 2012), accessed October 5, 2020, 

https://www.defence.gov.au/women/docs/Implementation%20Plan2.pdf. 

 

 27. Women in Combat Duties - Reservation Withdrawal (Canberra, Australian Capital Territory, AU: 

Parliament of Australia, 2017), accessed October 7, 2020, 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Joint/Treaties/CITES/Report_171/section?id=committ

ees%2Freportjnt%2F024073%2F24681. 

 

 28. Ian McPhedran, “Only two of 3100 women army soldiers join Infantry in military frontline”, 

News.com.au, June 3, 2014, accessed October 1, 2020, https://www.news.com.au/lifestyle/real-life/only-two-of-

3100-women-army-soldiers-join-infantry-in-military-frontline/news-story/2385a4ed3e568a63df266727f9bf1493. 
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to fill all occupations within the ADF received a renewed focus with all three services establish-

ing goals for the recruiting and retention of females. Recruiting for direct combat units became a 

priority for the army, especially the infantry. 

 On February 28, 2018, the Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and 

Trade of the Australian Parliament sent a list of questions to the Department of Defence related 

to recruiting of females for the infantry. The answers to the queries contained some surprising 

information. The Department of Defence had set different recruiting goals for men and women 

as a means to improve a better gender balance across the ADF. Female applicants for infantry 

positions were given priority for processing over male applicants. Only when a suitable woman 

was not identified for a specific opening, were male applicants even to be considered. Because of 

this policy, of the 2,977 male applicants who applied for active or reserve infantry positions in 

2017, only 315 men were enlisted for the active forces. Another 13% had completed all assess-

ments and were ready for enlistment, but no further action was taken on their applications to 

bring them on to active duty. Meanwhile, there were still 2,916 males recruited for the infantry in 

previous years in the recruiting pipeline waiting for an opening.29 

 On May 29, 2018, the Chief of Army, Lieutenant General Angus Campbell, appeared be-

fore the Australian Senate to answer questions about various defence issues. He confirmed the 

written replies to the February questions, telling senators that just 24 of 154 females recruited for 

the infantry had passed through basic training, with 6 of them already being medically down-

graded from full availability for duty. Lieutenant General Campbell also affirmed that women 

 
 

 29. “Answer To Question On Notice, Question 93”, Additional Estimates (Canberra, Australian Capital 

Territory, AU: Parliament, Senate Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs, Defence and Trade, February 28, 2018), 

accessed October 7, 2020, https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Senate_Estimates/fadt/2017-

18_Additional_estimates. 
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were recruited first and men second, for positions within the infantry. Females in the infantry are 

all assigned to just one of the seven infantry battalions in the ADF; as of May 2018, only 8 fe-

male infantry soldiers and two infantry officers were assigned to that battalion. When asked 

whether the army had conducted any studies as to the effects of placing women into infantry 

units, the answer was simply, “no”.30  

 The latest Department of Defence report on women in the ADF illustrates that problems 

have continued and there are more ahead. For 2018-19, the ADF set a total recruitment target of 

2,830 women for the active and reserve forces, but only 1,673 women were recruited for just  

59.1% of the targeted goal. This was also a 12% decrease from the previous year’s intake.31 

 Retention of members currently serving has essentially leveled off. The Army in partic-

ular has initiated several measures to increase female participation, to include reduced minimum 

time in service requirements for women as opposed to those of men, paid and unpaid maternity 

leave for up to 52 weeks, flexible work arrangements and accepting minimal physical standards 

as the baseline for acceptable recruitment and retention standards.32 Most telling is the statement, 

“Recruitment of women to non-traditional occupations, such as combat and engineering, has 

been low in 2018-19, affecting the ADF’s capacity to reach a critical mass of female representa-

tion in these employment categories.”33 

 
 30. Bernard Gaynor, “Chief of Army admits females recruited for infantry before men”, 

BernardGaynor.com.au, May 30, 2018, accessed October 7, 2020, http://bernardgaynor.com.au/2018/05/30/chief-

army-admits-females-recruited-infantry-men/. 
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 32. Women in the ADF Report 2017–18 (Canberra, Australian Capital Territory, AU: Australian 

Government, Department of Defence, Australia, 2020), 33, 41, 42, 53, accessed October 8, 2020, 
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 Australian women have simply not chosen to follow their politicians’ lead. Women who 

desire to serve their country have chosen to self-discriminate by enlisting for jobs that they want 

to do. The responses of Australian women to the legislation opening combat arms positions to 

them, illustrates that the mere passing of legislation that does not reflect the desires and needs of 

the majority of its citizens is of  little value to the country or its women. Mandating equality 

through legislation does not make it so. In reality, Australian culture, with its people’s own inter-

pretation of Natural Law, ethics and morality, has superseded Human Law’s legislative decrees.  

Lieutenant General Campbell rationalized the army’s inability to recruit more women into the 

direct combat arms, and ultimately, the failure to make the legislation a success. When asked 

about the effects of the legislation, he equivocated with the following statement, “The army 

never had a position as to the number of women required ... rather, it is the law established by 

this Parliament ... that is all that is required.”34 In other words, the army would follow the law, 

but it could not force women to serve in combat arms just because the law specified that they 

could do so. 

 

New Zealand 

 Ever since Parliament passed  “the Human Rights (Women in Armed Forces) Amendment 

Act 2007, which established the legal basis for women’s full participation in front line combat 

roles, the New Zealand Defence Force (NZDF) has struggled to maintain its relevance on the 

world stage. The NZDF supported the purpose of this law, per its 2013 Annual Report, which 

stated that the NZDF is “strongly committed to ensuring the identification and elimination of any 

 
 34. “Senate Estimates - Chief of Army Questioned by Senator Fraser Anning”, YouTube, accessed October 

8, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a7N7kL2mMhw. 
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policy, procedural or institutional barriers that have the potential to impact on equal employment 

opportunities.”35 As a result, women have served in limited numbers in all defense units, include-

ing infantry, armor, and artillery units, while the overall size of the forces have remained small. 

Equal employment opportunity and a lack of sufficient numbers of qualified males to serve in 

ground combat roles in an increasingly constabulary-oriented force has been and remains, the 

impetus behind changes in the roles of women in the New Zealand Defence Forces. 

 In the 2016 Defence White Paper, the regional focus for the goals and objectives of the 

NZDF were described as, “New Zealand has an enduring interest in regional stability.... the 

region continues to face a range of economic, governance, and environmental challenges. These 

challenges indicate that it is likely that the Defence Force will have to deploy to the region over 

the next ten years.... the ability of the New Zealand Defence Force to operate effectively with 

others, particularly Australia, will therefore remain an important focus for New Zealand.”36 

 These  goals and  objectives aligned with the increasing importance of operations short of 

war for New Zealand, policing, maritime security, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. 

These activities also substantially reduced the importance of large ground combat forces, forces 

that were increasingly relying on special operations units, such as the 1st New Zealand Special 

Air Service Regiment, to carry out combat missions and deployments in such far flung locations 

as Afghanistan, New Guinea, Bosnia, Kuwait and East Timor. Notably, no women have passed 

through the stringent selection and training requirements to enter into service with this regiment. 

 
 35. The Annual 2013-2014 Report (Wellington, NZ: The Ministry of Defence, New Zealand Defence 

Force, June 30, 2013), 18, accessed July 2, 2020, http://www.nzdf.mil.nz/downloads/pdf/public-docs/2013/nzdf-

annual-report-30june2013.pdf. 
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http://www.nzdf.mil.nz/downloads/pdf/public-docs/2013/nzdf-annual-report-30june2013.pdf
http://www.nzdf.mil.nz/downloads/pdf/public-docs/2013/nzdf-annual-report-30june2013.pdf
https://www.defence.govt.nz/assets/Uploads/daac08133a/defence-white-paper-2016.pdf


 

178 

 

As one observer noted, “Operators are, and have always been, male. A handful of women have 

tried out and one, in particular, has come very close. The Special Operations Command is ... 

in the process of developing a Female Engagement Team, similar to those coalition countries 

have found so useful in Afghanistan and Iraq where it is culturally and religiously difficult to 

have male soldiers speak to women.”37 This effort also aligns well with the non-combat engage-

ments of the NZDF in the island nations of the South Pacific, places where female civilian tribal 

members do not interact with males from outside their tribes and family groups. 

 In 2018, the Ministry of Defence published another paper that measured the effectiveness 

of the NZDF in integrating women into the ranks. The efforts to obtain ‘equity’38 between wom-

en and men were compared against the 25 recommendations listed in the 2014 review of military 

women in the New Zealand Defence Force (NZDF), which was published as Maximising oppor-

tunities for Military Women in the NZDF (“Military Women”).39 By June 2018, the NZDF had 

completed only 11 of the 25 recommendations. This slow progress was determined to be a result 

of a  

 lack of leadership in the male-dominated forces, a lack of planning and implementation 

 of female-focused recruiting measures, a failure to adjust entry fitness requirements to 

 accommodate women, failure to develop a working environment in which women feel 

 welcome and included as much as men, and saw a requirement to further develop family-

 friendly policies, practice, and resources to help all Service members to balance work 

 and family needs e.g. more childcare support, ‘pooling’ of family leave for dual military 

 
 37. David Fisher, “Inside the NZSAS: Creating the elite soldier”, New Zealand Herald, 2017, accessed 

November 6, 2020, https://www.nzherald.co.nz/indepth/national/inside-the-nzsas/. 

 

 38. “NZDF policy defines equity as something that ‘recognises that people are different and that different 

approaches may be needed to produce outcomes that are fair and right. This includes accommodating 

individual differences so that individuals can perform to their best within operational constraints. Equity is not 

equality. Equality treats people in the same way and fails to recognise that equal treatment will not always 

produce a fair result.” Maximising Opportunities for Military Women in the New Zealand Defence Force 

(Wellington, NZ: The Ministry of Defence, February, 2014), 7, accessed November 1, 2020, 
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 couples, and encouraging part-time work.40 

 

 This report illustrated that the  NZDF has struggled not only with overall numbers but has 

failed to significantly alter the numbers of women in the forces. “The NZDF is currently strug-

gling to increase diversity across the board. Despite concerted efforts to increase the number of 

women, the number in uniform in the NZDF hasn’t increased significantly, moving only from 

17% in 2009 to 15.7% in 2013 and to 18.8% in 2018.”41 

 Women in New Zealand are exhibiting the same lack of enthusiasm for signing on to di-

rect ground combat roles as women in the other British Commonwealth. While New Zealand 

women may join the NZDF, they mainly do so in traditional supporting roles, roles that have 

been cemented in centuries of Western European cultural development. Despite the best efforts 

of New Zealand policymakers to accommodate the specific needs of females, women either re-

fuse to join the armed forces or depart at the earliest opportunity, primarily to begin families and 

nurture their children in a more stable environment than that offered by serving in the NZDF.42  

 

The United States of America 

 American women of today are just as patriotic as their mothers and grandmothers were. 

However, their ancestors were not asked to repudiate Natural Law and centuries of culture and 

tradition when enlisting to defend their country in time of peril. Those women served honorably 

 
 40. Military Women: A stocktake of recommendations (Wellington, NZ: The Ministry of Defence, 

December 2019), 5-11, accessed November 1, 2020,  
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 41. B. K. Greener and Peter Greener, “Capable for what? New Zealand’s 2019 defence capability plan”, 

Australian Strategic Policy Institute, June 19, 2019, accessed November 7, 2020, 
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and quite capably in supporting tasks and aided immeasurably in pursuit of victory and justice in 

the Nation’s wars and conflicts of the 20th Century. But, in this time of ‘unending wars on ter-

rorists’ and ‘generational wars’, women are being provided with the opportunity to enlist in the 

direct combat arms, as well as those supporting roles. But for those who are proponents of plac-

ing women in these combat roles, the response has been dismal; women in the aggregate are not 

enlisting in large numbers for the combat arms. The American policy decision to do away with 

combat arms exclusions for women has been an abject failure, just as it has been for many of the 

Nation’s allies that share our collective cultural heritage. The facts and data to support that con-

clusion are readily available. Physical testing and fiscal issues are contributing factors in this 

failure. It is also not an issue of limited opportunity based upon sex or gender. It is a moral and 

ethical issue. When it comes to military service and specifically serving in ground combat arms 

positions, American women appear to be simply adhering to Western cultural traditions and rules 

that guide society, which have their basis in Natural Law, rather than supporting a policy or Hu-

man Law that refutes that American cultural heritage. 

 In 2013 when the combat arms exclusion policy was repudiated, there were 1,286,537 

men and 225,176 women serving on active duty in the armed forces. In terms of percentages, 

these numbers reflect 85.1% and 14.9% of the total, respectively. By 2020, with the reduction in 

the size of the active duty force, the numbers and percentages had changed just slightly with a 

total of 1,174,103 men and 232,063 women on active duty, for 83.5% and 16.5%,  respectively. 

The ground combat arms personnel were overwhelmingly concentrated in the Army and Marine 

Corps, with limited numbers also in the Special Operations Forces of the Navy and Air Force. 

The Army in 2013 had 509,831 male soldiers and 81,061 female soldiers on the active duty. 
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These numbers represented 86.3% male and 13.7% females. The Marine Corps had 206,284 

male and 16,126 female Marines in 2013, 92.8% and 7.2%, respectively. 43  

 Between 2013 and 2020, the Army and Marine Corps had shrunk significantly in total ac-

tive duty end strength. At the end of September 2020, the Army had 485,383 soldiers, of whom 

74,545 were women. For the Marine Corps, there were 180,958 Marines on active duty in Sep-

tember 2020, with 16,148 being females.44 The percentages had changed from 2013, but not sig-

nificantly, with 85% of the active duty Army being male and 15% being female. The percentages 

of female Marines had changed slightly upward from 2013, with 8% of Marines in 2020 being 

women and 92% males.45 

 Within these overall numbers, another story emerges. That story is the number of women 

who either transferred into the ground combat arms specialties or were recruited from civilian 

life for those positions. In March, 2020, the Center for a New American Security (CNAS), a 

Washington DC ‘think tank’, released a study critical of the Department of Defense’s effort to 

fully integrate women into the ground combat arms.46 The study was developed using the 2013 

numbers and the numbers available in December 2019. Calendar year 2019 was the last year that 
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complete figures are available, since the 2020 annual reports have yet to be published. This study 

revealed a number of illustrative points concerning the responses of American women to the pol-

icy change of 2013.  

 The report noted that with respect to the Army, “Initially, the number of women express-

ing interest in combat fields surprised leaders, though they remain a significant minority of com-

bat arms MOS’s.”47 Much like their counterparts in the UK, this interest did not translate into 

large numbers of women actually transferring into combat arms specialties. By October 2019, six 

years after the policy change was announced, 653 officer and enlisted women had completed 

training and were assigned to ground combat arms positions. The attrition rates for women dur-

ing their initial training in the combat arms MOS producing schools was “from 11 to 72 percent 

(infantry 49 percent, field artillery 11 percent, and armor 72 percent), while attrition rates for 

their male counterparts range from ... (infantry 18 percent, field artillery 0.46 percent, and armor 

17 percent).”48  

 Women  seeking to serve in ground combat roles in the Marine Corps fared even worse. 

Only two women succeeded in passing the Marine Corps’ Infantry Officer Course, both after 

repeated attempts and adjustments being made to the training requirements. One of these women 

quickly moved into the intelligence field and the other officer left the Marine Corps after her in-

itial term of service was over. Moving forward from the time of the report to the present, as of 

the end of October, 2020, there are no female infantry officers in the Marine Corps. There are 

about 50 female officers serving in the previously closed ground combat arms positions, with all 

but nine of them serving in either the engineers or in the artillery. Those other nine served or pre-

 
 47. Ibid. 

 

 48. Ibid. 
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sently serve as: 5 armor officers, 2 light air defense officers and the two infantry officers. “On 

the enlisted side, at least 219 female Marines have moved into combat jobs previously closed to 

women.... The combat engineer MOS has seen the most women joining the field, with 58 as of 

February. Forty-two have become infantry riflemen, 28 are assault amphibious vehicle Marines, 

and 25 are Marine Corps cannoneers.”49 

 The other area in which ground combat arms positions are found is in the special opera-

tions community. Women have served in supporting roles in special operations units in recent 

years, to include deploying with those units overseas. However, as the CNAS report noted, 

“Special operations forces (SOF) remains a community where integrating women has largely not 

been successful. None of the traditional SOF components (Green Berets, Navy SEALs, Marine 

Raiders, or Air Force Special Tactics) have been integrated, though multiple women have enter-

ed the selection pipelines. Functional barriers to entry are the high failure and attrition rates of 

assessment and selection combined with injury-related eliminations.”50 

 The Army, Marine Corps, Navy and Air Force all contribute personnel to special opera-

tions units. The Army has the largest numbers of people assigned to SOF, with completion of  

the Ranger School being the main initial hurdle to overcome in the SOF pipeline, followed by 

the 75th Ranger Regiment assessment and selection program. The first female officer passed the 

assessment in 2017 and in 2019, the first enlisted female soldier graduated. To date 44 women 

have passed through the Ranger School, with another 11 currently at various stages within the 

 
 49. Gina Harkins and Hope Hodge Seck, “There Are No Women Leading Marine Infantry Platoons: The 

Corps Wants to Change That”, Military.com, August 5, 2020, accessed November 8, 2020, 

https://www.military.com/daily-news/2020/08/05/there-are-no-women-leading-marine-infantry-platoons-corps-

wants-change.html. 

 

 50. Emma Moore, Women in Combat. 

 

https://www.military.com/daily-news/2020/08/05/there-are-no-women-leading-marine-infantry-platoons-corps-wants-change.html
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2020/08/05/there-are-no-women-leading-marine-infantry-platoons-corps-wants-change.html


 

184 

 

course. No females have passed the Marine Corps Special Operations Command selection and 

assessment program, although several women have attempted to do so.   

 The Navy Special Warfare (NSW) community had 568 female sailors serving in various 

positions in July 2019, but not in the SEALs. No women have successfully completed the SEAL 

Officer Assessment and Selection (SOAS) course, which is a prerequisite for selection and then 

assignment to an operational unit. The Air Force Special Warfare (AFSPECWAR) community 

had a total of 12 enlisted women in the AFSPECWAR pipeline, with only two enlisted women 

remaining in training as of November 2019, one for assignment as a combat controller and one 

for pararescue duties.51 

 The raw numbers of American women in the ground combat arms leaves little room for 

interpretation as to the success of the 2013 policy change. It has failed to have any appreciable 

effect on the integration of women into previously closed positions. Of the 224,260 women serv-

ing on active duty in December 2019, six years after the policy change was made, only 932 

women were trained and serving in ground combat arms, less than half of one percent of the total 

(.5%) women serving. These numbers reflect just the overall numbers of women serving in the 

armed forces, not the total population of available women who are eligible to serve. According to 

the US Census Bureau, there were about 165 million women in the United States in July 2019. 

Women made up just over 58% of the workforce at that time.52 Those 932 women in ground 

combat arms positions represent a number that is almost too insignificant to count, when com-

pared to the overall female population of the Nation. Any analysis of these figures raises issues 

 
 51. Ibid. 

 

 52. United States Census Bureau, “Population Table”, Quick Facts (Washington D.C.: The United States 

Census Bureau, Vintage Year 2019), accessed November 13, 2020,    

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/LFE046218. 
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or questions.  

 The overall numbers of women in ground combat arms positions indicate that American 

women are not enthusiastic about volunteering to serve in direct ground combat positions. Amer-

ican women prefer to follow the traditions of their culture and society, with its foundation in 

Natural Law, that have become part of their heritage over the thousands of years of Western 

civilization. American women continue to participate in the supporting roles that have become 

the norm for women serving in the armed forces since the founding of the Nation, but the num-

bers reveal that they are not willing to go further than that in any significant number.  

 Another question is, notwithstanding the cultural implications of the policy, with the mil-

itary being a male-dominated enterprise, are women made to feel out of place by their male 

counterparts or held to standards that are, in fact, not critical to their service in combat roles? 

Males are just as affected by cultural and social nuances as females. In American culture, men 

have traditionally been the combatants, with women being either non-combatants or serving in 

supporting roles in the armed forces. Nothing in the past 50 years has really changed with respect 

to the social and cultural attitudes of the general American public towards women serving in the 

military. The small numbers of women who qualify for and choose to serve in combat arms with-

in the armed forces bears this out. Men continue to dominate the overall numbers of people vol-

unteering for the direct ground combat arms. 

 The question of standards often is centered on physical standards being skewed in favor 

of males. However, some basic facts must be taken into account before standards and measure- 

ments enter into the discussion, for there are a number of anthropometric and physiological dif-

ferences between women and men that influence physical work capacity, and as such, their abil-

ity to perform to the physical standards required in ground combat arms. 
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 A recent Canadian study conducted to quantify the use of physical employment standards 

(PES) to ensure that workers have the physical attributes necessary to complete their jobs in a 

safe and efficient manner identified most of these differences: 

 Men are taller (8%), weigh more (26%), and have less body fat (about 10% less 

 essential fat) than women ... In addition, men have 50% and 30% more lean mass than 

 women in their arms and legs,  respectively. Thus, the relative proportions of lean  

 muscle mass and fat mass, as well as the distribution of muscle are different for men  

 and women, and this can have profound effects on physical capacities irrespective of 

 fitness level ... Women have approximately 70% - 75% of the lower body strength and 

 40% – 60% of the upper body strength than that of men.53  
 

Additionally, women have less oxygen-carrying capacity than men; as a percentage, women’s 

blood contains 20% fewer red blood cells than men. This has a direct effect on anaerobic power, 

which becomes important when one considers the need to run while carrying heavy combat loads 

or while “dragging a casualty from danger. Values for upper and lower body maximum anaero-

bic power in women are reported to be 37% and 60% - 70%, respectively, of those reported for 

men, which may impact the ability of women to successfully complete tasks requiring rapid ap-

plication of maximal levels of force.”54 

 The findings of the Canadian study directly correlate to a 2018 study on US Army phys-

ical demands which noted,  

 Heavy physically demanding military tasks, such as the CD [casualty drag], require high 

 levels of muscular strength.... the friction of the pulling surface (i.e., smooth vs. rough) 

 contributes to overall performance. For example, on rough surfaces (e.g., grass or gravel), 

 it is optimal to lift the casualty higher off the ground to reduce the amount of friction. 

 This, however, requires greater levels of muscular strength to lift the casualty, which puts 

 shorter and weaker individuals at a disadvantage.55  

 
 53. “Current considerations related to physiological differences between the sexes and physical 

employment standards”, Applied Physiology, Nutrition, and Metabolism 41, no. 6 (2016), accessed November 17, 

2020, https://cdnsciencepub.com/doi/full/10.1139/apnm-2015-0540. 

 

 54. Ibid. 

 

 55. Maria C. Canino, et al., “U.S. Army Physical Demands Study: Differences in Physical Fitness and 

Occupational Task Performance Between Trainees and Active Duty Soldiers”, The Journal of Strength and 
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Women, being generally shorter and weaker, are thus at a distinct disadvantage in the environ-

ment in which direct ground combat often occurs. 

  Ground combat tasks often involve running, jumping and swimming as a commonplace 

occurrence, often with heavy loads. As a group, women do not run, jump or swim as fast. “The 

mean difference has been about 10 percent between men and women for all events. The mean 

gap is 10.7 percent for running, 8.9 percent for swimming and 17.5 percent for jumping”56 

  Women, including elite athletes, are also more prone to certain types of athletic injuries 

than men. “Male athletes have longer and larger bones, which provide a clear mechanical advan-

tage over female athletes. The increased articular surface and larger structure of male bones pro-

vide them with a greater leverage and a wider frame on which to support muscle. Similarly, the 

ligaments of female athletes are generally more lax and fragile than those of their male counter-

parts ... and explains the higher incidence of musculoskeletal injuries among female athletes.”57 

 All of these anthropometric and physiological differences become readily apparent when 

testing to standards are conducted. For both opponents and proponents of women in combat, the 

solution is to have tests that are gender neutral and without bias.  

 The United States Congress established the legal definition of gender-neutral standard for 

the military in the Fiscal Year 2014 Nation Defense Authorization Act (FY 2014 NDAA). The 

 
Conditioning Research 33, no. 7 (July 2019): 1864-1870, accessed November 16, 2020, 

https://journals.lww.com/nsca-

jscr/Pages/articleviewer.aspx?year=2019&issue=07000&article=00015&type=Fulltext. 

 

 56. Terry Williams, “Muscular Strength in Women Compared to Men”, Livestrong.com, September 30, 

2019, accessed November 15, 2020, https://www.livestrong.com/article/509536-muscular-strength-in-women-

compared-to-men/. 

 

 57. Andrew Latham, “Physiological Differences Between Male and Female Athletes”, Houston Chronicle, 

June 28, 2018, accessed November 19, 2020, https://work.chron.com/physiological-differences-between-male-

female-athletes-20627.html. 
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term gender-neutral occupational standard means, “that all members of the Armed Forces serv- 

ing in or assigned to the military career designator must meet the same performance outcome-

based standards for the successful accomplishment of the necessary and required specific tasks 

associated with the qualifications and duties performed while serving in or assigned to the mil-

itary career designator.”58 The  concept behind this definition is simply this, if the minimum 

passing score is the same for both men and women, then it is gender neutral. 

 The RAND Corporation conducted research for the Office of the Under Secretary of 

Defense for Personnel and Readiness, to review and evaluate the methods used by the military  

services to meet the requirements of the FY 2014 NDAA. In the resulting report, the authors 

defined bias as the  

 systematic error that differentially affects the performance of different groups of test-

 takers. This systematic error is what results in a test being unfair to one group relative to 

 another. A finding of no bias is likely to occur when a test is closely aligned with or valid 

 for predicting on-the-job requirements. For example, in the context of a job that demands 

 that personnel lift 80-pound equipment repeatedly to chest height, we would likely find 

 that a test evaluating this requirement will likely predict success equally for men and 

 women. That is, even if very few women can meet the 80-pound lift standard on the test 

 and nearly all men can, the test would not be biased against women if it predicts accur-

 ately whether they can do that task on the job. Assuming that part of the job is neces- 

 sary, then establishing that standard on the test would be fair.59 
 

 Over a period of six years, between 2012 and 2018, in an effort to improve combat read-

iness, better predict a soldier's ability to perform in combat and to reduce injuries, the United 

 
 58. National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2014, Public Law 113-66, § 523, 113th Cong., 

(December 26, 2013), accessed November 30, 2020, https://www.congress.gov/113/plaws/publ66/PLAW-

113publ66.pdf. 

 

 59. Chaitra M. Hardison, Susan D. Hosek and Anna Rosefsky Saavedra, “Establishing Gender-Neutral 

Physical Standards for Ground Combat Occupations: Volume 2. A Review of the Military Services' Methods”, 

RAND Corporation, 2018, 160-161, accessed November 29, 2020, 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1340z2.html. 
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States Army developed a new Army Combat Fitness Test (ACFT).60 The test was developed 

with the definitions of gender-neutral standards and bias in mind, while evaluating different fit-

ness components measuring strength, flexibility, balance, and agility to better prepare all sold-

iers, male and female for the rigors of combat. Three-tiered scoring systems, with different min-

imum point requirements, measure physical capabilities at levels labeled ‘moderate’ (Gold), 

‘significant’ (Gray) or ‘heavy’ (Black). The heavy or ‘Black’ standards are what soldiers in the 

combat arms specialties must achieve in order to pass the tests. The then Secretary of the Army, 

Mark Esper, said that he was in favor of a gender and age-neutral test because "the enemy does 

not specify who they're going to shoot and not shoot. Combat is combat."61 The ACFT was in-

itially scheduled to supplement the Army’s long-standing  physical fitness test in October 2020, 

but the outbreak of the COVID-19 epidemic, shifted the date to 2021.62 Recently, Congressional 

actions may move that scheduled date even further into the out years. 

 
 60. The Army Combat Fitness Test initially consisted of the following events: (1) Strength Deadlift: A 

three-repetition maximum deadlift with weight ranging from 120 to 420 pounds, which simulates picking up 

ammunition boxes, a wounded soldier, supplies, or other heavy equipment.(2) Standing Power Throw: Toss a 10-

pound ball backward as far as possible to test explosive muscular power needed to lift themselves or a fellow soldier 

over an obstacle. (3) Hand-release Pushups: Soldiers do a normal push up; however, when they lower themselves 

down, they lift their hands from the ground before pushing themselves back up. (4) Sprint/Drag/Carry: Five 25-

meter dashes up and down a lane, alternating sprinting, dragging a 90-pound sled, and carrying two 40-pound 

kettlebell weights. This mimics pulling a fellow soldier out of harm's way, quickly taking cover, and carrying 

ammunition. (5) Leg Tuck: Soldiers hold onto a bar and let their legs dangle. Then lift their legs up and down, 

tucking their knees to their elbows. (6) Two-mile Run: This run was also implemented for the previous physical 

fitness test, but the Army's website pointed out that times are expected to be slower now that the other components 

were added. The ACFT has since been modified to allow a two-minute plank exercise in lieu of the Leg Tuck as an 

event for soldiers who struggle to perform the minimum requirement of one leg tuck. The Army also changed the 

type of push-up to be utilized to a standard push-up. The weight lifting requirement for certain occupational fields 

such as the combat arms have also been modified. 

  

 61. Jenni Fink, “Army Approves New Gender-, Age-Neutral Fitness Test”, Newsweek, July 9, 2018, 

accessed November 28, 2020, https://www.newsweek.com/army-approves-new-gender-age-neutral-fitness-test-

1014928. 

  

 62. The Army Physical Fitness test, which each soldier must pass before graduating from basic training 

consists of three event, with different standards for age and gender. Males between the ages of 17 and 21 need to 

perform 42 pushups, 53 sit-ups within two minutes, and run two miles in 15 minutes, 54 seconds or less. Female 

applicants in the same age group must do 19 pushups, 53 sit-ups and run two miles in 18 minutes, 54 seconds. For 

males between ages 22 and 26, this drops to 40 pushups, 50 sit-ups and run times increase to 16 minutes, 36 
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 The results of the initial implementation of the tests were not surprising but were how- 

ever dismaying to advocates of totally integrating women into the combat arms. The Center for 

Military Readiness, an independent public policy organization that specializes in military/social 

issues, reported that, “According to unofficial Army Combat Fitness Test pass/fail records of 

3,206 soldiers in 11 battalions, 84% of female trainees and 30% of male trainees failed the six-

event Army test.”63 Based upon these results, the Army then called for a temporary hiatus to the 

tests in order to make changes to individual components.  

 As a result of these initial tests, the Army adjusted various aspects of the tests, such as 

changing run times and weights that were required to be lifted for the three tiers, as well as sub-

stituted ‘Planks’ for the ‘Leg Tuck’ exercise that most women could not accomplish and modi-

fied the type of ‘push-up- that would be used in the tests. After implementing these changes to 

the ACFT, the Army resumed using the ACFT, but the results were still alarming to policy-

makers, both inside and outside the Army. Senators Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY) and Richard 

Blumenthal (D-CT) voiced their concerns about the ACFT in letters to the chairmen and ranking 

members of the House and Senate Armed Services committees. The senators felt that the results 

of the test could have detrimental effects on the careers of soldiers because the tests were biased, 

“based upon faulty data and could undermine the goal of creating a diverse force ... Army data 

shows that 18 months after small cohorts of soldiers started taking the test on a provisional basis, 

women continue to fail at dramatically higher rates than men. In the second quarter of 2020, 54 

 
seconds. For females within the same age bracket, these figures decrease to 17 pushups, 50 sit-ups and a run time 

under 19 minutes, 36 seconds. Fitness scores must total 180 or more, with a minimum 60 points at each phase. 

 

 63. “New Army Combat Fitness Test: 84% of Women Fail”, Center for Military Readiness, November 3, 

2019, accessed November 15, 2020, https://cmrlink.org/issues/full/new-army-combat-fitness-test-84-of-women-fail.  
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percent of women failed the test, compared with 7 percent of men.”64 In other words, the stan-

dards needed to be lowered. The senators asked the Army to call a halt to the use of the ACFT, 

until further research could be conducted into measures to make the tests more unbiased and 

realistic. In the NDAA for FY 2021, language was inserted to halt the adoption of this test until 

additional research could be conducted. But by February 2021, voices were already being raised 

in opposition to this halt. One note of dissent came from one of the first females to graduate from 

the Army’s Ranger School, a woman who is also the Army’s first infantry officer. Captain 

Kristen Griest said that “evaluating women based on lower fitness standards would not only hurt 

the effectiveness of combat arms units, it also would hurt women in the Army”. She went on to 

write, “It is wholly unethical to allow the standards of the nation's premiere fighting units to de-

grade so badly, just to accommodate the lowest-performing soldiers."65 

 The senator’s concerns reflect the on-going conflict between requirements of the War- 

fighter, acknowledging the realities of the anthropometric and physiological differences between 

men and women, and the changes to policies meant to implement diversity within the armed for-

ces. One well-respected Olympic weightlifting and sports performance coach and author, Mark 

Rippetoe, placed the debate in context when he succinctly stated, “If a particular occupation or 

physical activity has a quantifiable strength, endurance, or power component inherent in its suc-

cessful or even satisfactory performance, then the physical requirements of that job or activity 

can be quantified.... Any time a job’s physical testing parameters have been altered to determine 

 
 64. Missy Ryan, “Senators urge Pentagon to suspend implementation of Army’s new fitness test”, The 

Washington Post, October 20, 2020, accessed November 4, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-

security/army-new-fitness-test/2020/10/20/d46660bc-12da-11eb-82af-864652063d61_story.html. 

 

 65.Stephen Losey, “Pioneering Female Ranger School Grad: Lowering Fitness Standards for Women Is a 

Bad Idea”, Military.com, February 25, 2021, accessed February 26, 2021, https://www.military.com/daily-

news/2021/02/25/pioneering-female-ranger-school-grad-lowering-fitness-standards-women-bad-idea.html. 
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anything other than the most successful objective physical performance of that job, the job's ul-

timate successful outcome has become secondary to the hiring agenda.”66 

 The Marine Corps had also changed its physical fitness standards as a result of  almost 20 

years of combat operations in the Middle East. The Marine Corps requires every Marine to pass 

both the Physical Fitness Test (PFT) and the Combat Fitness Test (CFT), while also requiring  

each individual to be within acceptable height, weight and body fat standards.67  

 Both the Army and Marine Corps tests and evaluations were developed to increase both 

levels of physical fitness and the combat effectiveness of soldiers and Marines. Differences in 

the tests can be ascribed to differences in equipment and weapons that soldiers and Marines typ-

ically carry. Army soldiers will often carry the standard 35-pound rucksack and combat loads, 

which can easily double the weight of the rucksack load. A survey of infantry Marines who re-

cently returned from combat found that “the average Marine on dismounted (foot) patrol carried 

96 pounds, whereas a mounted (vehicle) Marine carried 63 pounds, equating to 58% and 38% of 

body weight, respectively.”68 Using surveys from commanders and various studies, the Marine 

Corps set the standard for various loads to be carried by Marines as: 55 pounds for a fighting 

 
 66. Mark Rippetoe, “Women in Ground Combat”, Starting Strength, June 30, 2017, accessed November 4, 

2020, https://startingstrength.com/article/women-in-ground-combat-txt.  

 

 67. The Marine Corps PFT is a three-event test, pull-ups, sit-ups or planks and a three mile run, with 

different requirements based upon age and gender.  The CFT consists of three events:  Movement to Contact: A  

timed,  880-yard  sprint that tests each Marine’s endurance, mimicking the stresses of running under pressure in 

battle;  Ammunition Lift: Marines must lift a 30-pound ammunition can overhead until elbows lock out. The goal is 

to lift the can as many times as possible in a set amount of time; and the  Maneuver Under Fire: Marines must 

complete a 300-yard course that combines a variety of battle-related challenges, including crawls, ammunition 

resupply, grenade throwing, agility running, and the dragging and carrying of another Marine. Males and female 

Marines perform the same exercises but are scored differently on the same 300-point scale. 
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load, 70 pounds for assault load, 90 pounds for approach march load and 150 pounds for sustain-

ment load. Additionally, Headquarters, United States Marine Corps directed that infantry and 

reconnaissance units would only be qualified for deployments after units passed evaluations dur-

ing which members, “Carry an Assault Load of 70 pounds (lbs) (+/-10 percent) with additional 

organic weapons and mission essential equipment, move 32 kilometers (km) in a time limit of 8 

hours, with 95 percent of the force remaining mission capable.”69 Armor, artillery and combat 

engineers must conduct similar evaluations with members, “Carrying a Fighting Load of 55 lbs. 

(+/-10 percent) with organic weapons and mission essential equipment, move 15 km in a time 

limit of 4 hours, with 95 percent of the force remaining mission capable.”70 Most female Marines 

are just not physically capable of carrying the combat-proven loads while still remaining capable 

of functioning on the battlefield. 

 The Special Operations units of the various Services have additional, even more stringent 

physical standards, which helps to understand the inability of most women to successfully com-

plete the required arduous training for these units without being injured, incapacitated or other-

wise fail to complete the training.  

 An additional factor stated by proponents for effecting the policy change is the smaller 

number of women, compared to their male counterparts, that reach the upper enlisted and officer 

ranks within the armed forces. This ‘fact’ supported their claim that discrimination against wom-

en serving in combat arms positions was denying women equal opportunities to compete for pro-

 
 69. Marine Administrative Message 230/19 (Washington D.C.: Headquarters, United States Marine Corps, 

April 12, 2019), accessed November 22, 2020,  
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motion to the most senior positions within the military.71 Since command of combat units at all 

levels was seen as a significant determining factor for selection for promotion, this discriminat-

ing factor could and should be eliminated by lifting the restrictions on women serving in ground 

combat arms positions. Proponents for the change offer the argument that only by opening up the 

direct ground combat arms positions to females, can a balance be achieved. As will be discussed 

below, however, data developed by the General Accountability Office (GAO), working at the be-

hest of Congress disputes that claim.  

 Attrition is a significant contributing factor in the rates of promotion to senior ranks.  Re-

porting on female active duty retention and promotion rates, the GAO in a 2018 report found that 

the Department of Defense (DOD), “experienced slight increases in the overall percentage of fe-

male active-duty service members from fiscal year 2004 through 2018 (15.1 percent in fiscal 

year 2004 to 16.5 percent in fiscal year 2018), with those percentages varying by pay grade cate-

gory. During that period, female enlisted and commissioned officers had higher annual attrition 

rates than corresponding males.”72 The GAO, “identified six factors that were reported to influ-

ence female active-duty servicemembers’ separation from the military: work schedules, deploy-

ments, organizational culture, family planning, sexual assault, and dependent care”.73 These fact-

ors are almost identical as those influencing women in other Western militaries to separate from 

their armed forces. Specifically, the GAO report noted that the attrition rates for women in 2004 

 
 71. Jennifer L. Barry, “A Few Good (Wo)men: Gender Inclusion in the United States Military”, Journal of 

International Affairs, (November 19, 2013), accessed May 23, 2020, https://jia.sipa.columbia.edu/online-

articles/few-good-women-gender-inclusion-united-states-military#_ftn5.   
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and 2018 were 33.1% and 8.6%, respectively, compared to enlisted male active-duty service-

members’ annual attrition rates of 22.7% and 6.1%. Higher attrition, for various reasons, equates 

to less women being available for promotion at every rank. These relatively higher attrition rates 

should correlate to less opportunity for women to be promoted to senior ranks, but again data il-

lustrates that this is not necessarily true. The GAO report confirmed that “analysis of fiscal year 

2004 through 2018 data estimated that promotion rates were slightly lower for female enlisted in 

most years, but higher for officers as compared to their male counterparts”.74 In fact, in 2018, fe-

male commissioned officer promotion rates were 5.3% higher than male commissioned officer 

promotion rates.75 In September 2020, there were 44,199 female officers on active duty in the 

armed forces.76 Of these women, only 316 were serving in direct ground combat arms positions, 

260 in the Army,77 52 in the Marine Corps, none in the Navy and 4 in the Air Force training 

pipeline to become Combat Controllers and Special Tactics Officers.78 This small number of 

females serving or training for ground combat arms positions would not, statistically, account for 

the 5.3% higher promotion rates for female officers. Therefore, other factors such as, individual 

performance, time in service, branch of service, pay grade, marital status, and whether the active-

duty servicemember has dependents, primarily in the supporting positions that women have trad-

 
 74. Ibid., 40. 
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itionally occupied, must account for the increased promotion rates for female officers compared 

to their male counterparts. To state otherwise would be disingenuous. The argument that to ob-

tain balanced promotion rates for women requires opening the ground direct combat positions to 

females, is an invalid one; female officers are being promoted at a much higher rates than can be 

attributed to the limited numbers of women already assigned to  ground combat arms positions.  

 Another argument put forward by advocates of the change was that the military had an 

increasing need for qualified applicants in all positions and occupational fields. As early as 1982, 

President Reagan’s Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger wrote, “Women in the military are 

a very important part of our total force capability. Qualified women are essential to obtaining the 

numbers of quality people required to maintain the readiness of our forces.”79 Advocates for end-

ing the restrictions on women serving in ground combat arms cited this growing need for quali-

fied military personnel as justification for allowing more women into the ranks, including posi-

tions in ground combat arms. 

 However, by 2020, the overall size of the American armed forces was shrinking, not ex-

panding. Between 2013 and 2020, the Army has shrunk by 105,509 personnel in the active duty 

ranks. Similarly, the size of the Marine Corps has been reduced by 41,452 in those same years.80 

In order to remain combat effective, with a smaller force being expected to accomplish increase-

ing or equal tasks, it stands to reason that standards should be improved, not reduced, if the peo-

ple are to be successful in those assigned tasks. At the most basic level, our ground combat for-

ces need to believe that their leaders are providing them the best equipment, best training, and 
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the best people, and are shaping the battlefield to their advantage. The decision to reverse the ex-

clusion policy, with its attendant lower standards and requirements, does none of these things. In 

the acceptance of these changes, with evidence of data and information to the contrary, both mil-

itary and political leaders are acting out of erroneous ethics and morality.  

 The failure of the policy of removing the restrictions on women serving in direct ground 

combat positions is exemplified by the fact that American women statistically appear to prefer to 

follow the dictates of their culture and society, with its foundation in Natural Law, that have be-

come part of their heritage over the thousands of years of Western civilization. American women 

just do not want to participate in other than the supporting roles that have become the norm for 

women serving in the armed forces since the founding of the Nation.   

 This failure is underpinned by the anthropometric and physiological differences between 

men and women, demonstrated  by the results of gender neutral testing and evaluations. Tellingly 

enough, the vast majority of women are just not physically qualified for combat arms positions, 

unless, as Major General Lonnie Hibbard, commander of the Army Center for Initial Military 

Training stated, the tests are adjusted “to make the low end low enough that 95% of the women 

can pass.”81 To change the combat-proven validity of test requirements to accommodate a minute 

number of women at the expense of the vast majority of female soldiers and Marines, risks their 

lives and the lives of others for no appreciable gain. It is, in fact, both immoral and unethical to 

do so. 

 This policy decision exemplifies how Kant’s cultural quest for “a better idea”82 may 
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actually result in ‘a worse idea’. The men and women at the ‘pointy end of the spear’ are those 

who will reap the consequences of their leaders’ actions and decisions in the coming years. Our 

military men and women deserve better, they are human beings with dignity and real value. 
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CHAPTER 6: 

 

 

SUMMARY 

 
 

 The United States military has been in the forefront of many evolutionary changes with 

respect to gender that have occurred in the broader American culture. However, being in the 

forefront also means that mistakes can be made due to the lack of experience and knowledge 

associated with embarking upon an unknown path, often resulting in unforeseen consequences.  

The policy change to rescind the Direct Ground Combat Definition and Assignment Rule has 

been and will remain a mistake, but a mistake that can be rectified with minimal confusion and 

disruption. Recognition of the inherent anthropometric and physiological differences between 

men and women is an important first step that political and military leaders must accept. This 

acceptance, however, must coincide with a greater understanding of the influences, issues and 

challenges that have shaped the specific roles that men and women have assumed in the US   

military. An in-depth examination of the efforts of the militaries of other Anglo-European coun-

tries that have undertaken similar policy changes to enable women to assume ground combat 

arms roles, has revealed that all of these armed forces have experienced many of the same issues 

and challenges. While each of these countries have correspondingly taken steps unique to their 

individual situations, they have all experienced essentially the same ultimate results, failure.  

 The change of policy that authorizes women to participate in direct ground combat arms 

roles is a failure and is one that should be repealed. The American armed forces have not bene-

fitted from this policy; neither combat efficiency nor effectiveness been improved. More import-

antly, American women, specifically American military women, have not been beneficiaries of 

this policy change that will, in reality, only prove to hinder women and men in the successful ac-
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complishment of their missions on the battlefield. As with many policy endeavors, the change in 

the DGCDAR was built upon professions of good intent. While an insistence on ‘equality’, ‘fair-

ness’ and ‘social justice’ ordinarily generates positive outcomes, this is a case that violates that 

rule. In short, despite the best of intentions, the new policy has failed to maximize the good; in 

fact, on the contrary, it has undermined the purpose and efficiency of the military. 

 The greatest single achievement of human intelligence has been the survival of the hu-

man species. Human survival, and the survival of the cultures produced by these people, became 

possible with the development of the concept of shared defence. Humans created a new cognitive 

model of collaboration that extended to their armed forces. This model encompassed a cultural 

realignment “towards a joint goal ... with each partner playing his or her own independent role.... 

This dual-level structure of simultaneous sharedness and individuality - a joint goal but with 

individual roles - is a uniquely human form of second-personal joint engagement.”1 The nature 

of these roles has been defined and rationalized over the centuries by philosophers, theologians, 

intellectuals, and other people of letters, all of whom have influenced the development of the 

Anglo-European, Western society that is exemplified by the United States of America today. The 

American people over the past 225 years have developed often divergent views about human val-

ues, their relationship to other people and to the physical world, and their relationship to God, all 

while trying to define for themselves the meaning of ‘truth’, ‘freedom’ and ‘human dignity’.  

 Within this context, the military has been seen by many Americans, men and women, as 

the last major bastion of inequality of the sexes. The late 20th Century movement for equal rights 

for women led to demands for equal opportunity in all occupational fields, including national de-

fense. This ‘inequality’, typified in Human Law, was characterized by the various legal and pol-

 
 1. Michael Tomasello, A Natural History, 43. 
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icy restrictions that had been placed on women serving in the military, primarily in the ground 

combat forces of the Army and Marine Corps. Paramount among these restrictions was the pol-

icy that prevented women from serving in ground combat roles in the US military. In 1994, the 

Department of Defense had announced this overarching policy, the Direct Ground Combat Def-

inition and Assignment Rule (DGCDAR), which “restricted assignments of women to occupa-

tional specialties or positions in or collocated with direct ground combat units below the brigade 

level, in long-range reconnaissance and special operations forces, and in positions involving 

physically demanding tasks.”2 This rule was viewed by many advocates of women’s rights to be 

a major impediment to women attaining true equality within the US military.  

 In 2013, there came a revolutionary shift in the role of American women in the military, 

specifically, the opening of ground combat arms positions to women.3 The decision to rescind 

the DGCDAR was decidedly different from previous decisions related to women serving in the 

armed forces. It was not based on determinations of increased combat effectiveness or efficiency, 

nor with fulfilling the core mission of the military, namely, winning the nation’s wars. The deci-

sion was primarily made in order to reduce perceived discrimination in assignments and barriers 

to promotions, by essentially opening all military occupation specialties to women. 

 Advocates for changing this policy cited data that had shown that there was a lower per-

centage of women in general and in flag officer ranks than there were men. This ‘fact’ support-

ed their disparate claim that discrimination against women serving in combat arms positions was 

denying women equal opportunities to compete for promotion to the most senior positions within 

 
 2. Agnes Gereben Schaefer, et al., Implications of Integrating Women into the Marine Corps Infantry. 
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the military.4 Since command of combat units at all levels was seen as a significant determining 

factor for selection for promotion, this discriminating factor, it was argued, could and should be 

eliminated by simply lifting the restrictions on women serving in ground combat arms positions. 

Examination of actual promotion data has shown that this claim is somewhat dubious and is es-

sentially erroneous. Actual recent data illustrates that female officers, despite the relatively insig-

nificant numbers found in the ground combat arms, are actually being promoted faster than 

males in the same ranks and grades. What advocates are espousing is that the rights of the indi-

vidual few must be placed over the rights of the collective many. The United States has already 

traveled down this road once before, with horrendous results in actual combat.  

 In the late 1940’s, following the end of the Second World War and just prior to the onset 

of the Cold War, there was a call for greater equality in the promotion of officers within the 

Army. Advocates for this call cited data that reflected that Army officers who had successfully 

commanded troops in ground combat were being promoted faster than officers who had served in 

support roles during the recent conflict. As a direct result of the hue and cry over this controver-

sy, the Army developed what became known as the Career Guidance Program. This program was 

purportedly designed to improve the efficiency of Army units by transferring officers with exper-

ience in combat arms Military Occupational Specialties (MOS's) to support, service and staff 

positions. Furthermore, it was believed that officers who had been previously serving in those 

staff and support positions, needed troop handling experience in order to make them competitive 

for promotion and make them better leaders. Many of these officers were therefore transferred to 

combat arms units such as the infantry, armor and artillery. This policy change, ostensibly meant 

to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of the ground forces, had instead, the opposite effect. 
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Assignments to ground combat arms by inexperienced or non-qualified people led to the first real 

test of the program, one that proved to be disastrous when war came to the Korean Peninsula in 

June 1950. The Army in Japan was undermanned and ill-equipped due to budget cuts and it was 

further shackled by the Army Career Guidance Program. The lack of experience, training and 

proficiency in leadership skills of many of these officers assigned to command combat units 

could not overcome the obstacles inherent in their assignments and would have serious conse-

quences for not only them, but for the men that they would lead into combat in the opening bat-

tles of the war.5 

 The experienced combat arms officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs) who had 

to laterally move into support positions often found themselves befuddled by the logistics and 

administrative bureaucracies facing them as they endeavored to meets the demands of the emerg-

ing battlefield. Their lack of experience and knowledge in the intricacies of their supporting roles 

had a detrimental effect on their ability to support their comrades in arms, further deepening the 

crisis in Korea. 

 A team of observers sent to Korea on a fact-finding mission determined, “There was a 

great need for improved leadership of combat units at the company and battalion levels. Many 

officers possessing the qualities of leadership and training experience necessary for proper de-

velopment of ... combat units had been given directed military occupational specialties (MOS) 

under the Career Guidance Program and could not be placed in command of troops where they 

were needed.”6 

 
 5. Historical Manuscript File, 8-5.la AB, "Personnel Problems", History of the Korean War, no. 2 
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 The observers sent to the Korean battlefield in the first month of the war also “noted that 

classification and assignment procedures had placed in battlefield command officers and non-

coms lacking experience and proficiency. This kind of assignment had often resulted in poor 

leadership, especially at the regimental and lower levels. The observers concluded bluntly that 

the career program had been detrimental to combat efficiency.”7 

 At the end of the first six weeks of combat, the Americans had incurred a total of  “6,003 

casualties ... In all 1,884 Americans were dead, 2,695 wounded, 523 were missing and 901 were 

POWs [prisoners of war]. This carnage was nearly three times that had occurred in World War II 

on D-Day at bloody Omaha Beach (2,000).”8 In further comparison, it would take six years of 

combat in Iraq to equal the number of killed in action, missing or captured in the first six weeks 

of the war in Korea. In 20 years of combat in Afghanistan, the American military has suffered 

over 1,000 less killed, missing or captured than it did in the opening weeks of the Korean War.9 

 As a direct result of this combat debacle, the Army quickly ended the Career Guidance 

Program, shifting combat-proven commanders and NCOs back to ground combat units while 

moving experienced combat support personnel into supporting logistics and administrative pos-

itions. The Secretary of the Army, Louis Johnson, who had overseen the program and other de-

cisions that had left the Army ill-prepared for combat, was summarily sacked by then-President 

Truman.10 The American people and its armed forces do not need to repeat this lesson in the 

 
 7. James F. Schnabel, United States Army in the Korean War: Policy and Direction, The First Year 

(Washington, DC: U.S. Army Center of Military History, 1992), 56.  
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social engineering of its ground combat forces to validate an erroneous claim of discrimination in 

promotion opportunity. The results can be catastrophic. 

  Another argument put forward by advocates of the policy change was that the American 

military had an increasing need for qualified applicants in all positions and occupational fields, 

including the ground combat arms. Proponents for ending the restrictions on women serving in 

ground combat arms alluded to this growing need for qualified military personnel as justification 

for allowing more women into the combat arms ranks. In reality, however, the armed services are 

shrinking, not expanding. Between 2013 and 2020, the Army and Marine Corps had shrunk  sig-

nificantly in total active duty end strength. The Army in 2013 had 590,892 soldiers in the active 

duty ranks and the Marine Corps had 222,410 male and female Marines.11 At the end of Septem-

ber 2020, the Army had 485,383 soldiers, of whom 74,545 were women. In the Marine Corps, 

there were 180,958 Marines on active duty in September 2020, with 16,148 being females.12 

Thus, the ground forces had decreased by 146,961 people in the seven years since the policy 

change was enacted. Meanwhile, standards are changing for qualifying for ground combat arms 

positions and some politicians are pressing to have many of the more stringent standards, many 

of which have resulted from actual combat experience, placed in hiatus. However, it stands to 

reason that in order to retain combat effectiveness and efficiencies with smaller numbers of per-

sonnel, standards need to be maintained if not raised, not reduced. Time will tell if reason pre-

vails over emotion.  

 
 11. Government Accountability Office, Female Active Duty Personnel: Guidance and Plans Needed for 
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 An additional argument put forth by advocates for the policy change is that the rationale 

used to restrict women from combat positions is the same justification that the armed services 

used to keep the military racially segregated. In truth, this argument has no basis in fact. Part of 

the contention lies in the usage of the term segregation. “Desegregation is a direct action against 

segregation. It signifies the act of removing legal barriers to the equal treatment of black citizens 

as guaranteed by the Constitution.... From the beginning the military establishment rightly under-

stood that the breakup of the all-black units would in a closed society necessarily mean more 

than mere desegregation.”13 What the American military actually accomplished was ‘integra-

tion’, which refers to the “'leveling of all barriers to association other than those based on ability, 

taste, and personal preference''; in other words, providing equal opportunity.”14 Integration was 

accomplished at a time in which the nation was still a very segregated country, and would remain 

so for many years following the actions of the Department of Defense.  

 Two factors of great significance enabled the Department of Defense to make this move 

in spite of the prevailing views of the people at the time. The first factor was the great need for 

experienced ground combat soldiers at the time of the policy change. The Cold War with the 

communist regimes of the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China was becoming a 

reality, while a ‘hot war’ in Korea was rapidly consuming greater numbers of ground troops. The 

second factor and one of greater importance to this argument, is the fact that black soldiers had 

served in combat positions in the segregated Army for over 90 years before black soldiers were 

integrated into the Army. Since the 1869, there had been four all black combat arms regiments in 

the Army, two cavalry, the 9th and 10th Cavalry, often called ‘Buffalo Soldiers’, and the 24th and 

 
 13. Morris J. MacGregor, Jr., Integration of the Armed Forces, 1940-1965 (Washington, DC: U.S. Army 

Center of Military History, 2001), x-xi.  
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25th Infantry Regiments.15 During both World Wars, black units, often led by white senior of-

ficers, distinguished themselves in combat. When the Army integrated its ranks in the late 1940s 

and early 1950s, it took advantage of this combat experience when it placed black soldiers, often 

with years if not decades of personal experience, into ground combat arms positions. Compari-

sons between the policy decision to racially integrate the armed forces with the policy decision to 

remove the restrictions on women serving in ground combat arms results in totally dissimilar 

conclusions. To place women in ground combat arms positions without either a need to do so or 

without the wealth of actual experience to fall back on, is both unethical and immoral. There is 

no rationale for making this change other than personal preference of a few policy makers. Thus, 

the argument is not only dissimilar, but one without merit; the comparison between the two ac-

tions is entirely without foundation. 

 If equality is the essence of the issue, “then as moral philosophers have long understood, 

equality should extend to an equality of responsibility not merely to an equality of opportunity. In 

other words, equality really isn’t achieved by saying men and women should both be able to en-

ter to combat if that’s what they aspire to do. Real equality would only be achieved if persons are 

equally assigned regardless of their aspirations.”16 Unless all military women are subject to as-

signment to combat arms, regardless of their desire to do so or not, then achieving true equality 

of opportunity is just a chimera. Under the current revised policy that enables women to choose 

whether or not to serve in ground combat arms roles, rather than be indiscriminately assigned 

should they be qualified to serve in those positions, there is no equality of responsibility.  

 This situation can be rectified by instituting conscription, or the ‘Draft’, without defer-

 
 15. Russell F. Weigley, History of the United States Army (Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana Press, 

1984), 267. 

 

 16. Albert Mohler, “Women Serving in Direct Combat”. 



 

208 

 

ments and waivers for education, matrimony, sex or other reasons. Instead, draft both men and 

women, as required, to make up for deficiencies in recruiting, and place qualified people, regard-

less of sex, gender or personal choice, into military specialties that are experiencing shortfalls. 

Establishing the highest possible standards required for the designated positions and letting those 

physical, mental and emotional standards become qualifiers, not sex or gender, then becomes the 

true ‘quality of responsibility’ for American citizens. But this, of course, would require the total 

abandonment of Natural Law and thousands of years of theological and philosophical develop-

ment for no rationale purpose, an abandonment that the American people are not ready to accept.  

 The  move to allow women to serve in ground combat arms positions is fundamentally 

unlike the other advances involving the roles of women in the US military and, ultimately, it is a 

misguided and poorly conceived decision. The moral and ethical principles underlying the pos-

ition to exclude women from ground combat arms positions include several that have their roots 

in hundreds, if not thousands, of years of biological, cultural and intellectual development and 

understanding. Building upon the writings and teachings of the ancient Greeks, with their views 

on the differences between men and women, Western philosophers and theologians began to 

further define the roles of men and women in society and in particular, their roles in conflict and 

in the military. The Natural Law arguments of St. Augustine of Hippo and St. Thomas Aquinas 

served for centuries as a basis for the insistence in the Western tradition that there was a natural 

separation of the roles of men and women, especially when it came to their roles in warfare.  

 The 21st Century Oxford philosopher, Jeff McMahan, connected Natural Law to the de-

velopment of what became known as the ‘Just War Theory.’ As he explains,  

 The laws of nature ... are moral principles that are grounded in the nature of things and 

 are thus independent of convention or agreement.... Our understanding of the morality of 

 war has for many centuries been shaped by a tradition of thought known as the theory of 

 the just war.... Its concern was with a rather pure conception of right and wrong that made 
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 few concessions to pragmatic considerations and was unwilling to compromise matters 

 of principle for the sake of considerations of consequences.17  

 

 Building upon Augustine and Aquinas, philosophers, jurists and others began to further 

define the roles of men and women in war and refine the moral principles associated with con-

flict in what became known as Just War Theory. Among these principles are the identification 

and separation of combatants and non-combatants. In Just War Theory, women are understood to 

be non-combatants. A key argument offered by Michael Walzer in his study of just and unjust 

wars is that “The moral reality of war is divided into two parts. War is always judged twice, first 

with reference to the reasons states have for fighting and, secondly, with reference to the means 

they adopt.”18 The means that they adopt relate to the conduct of those identified as combatants. 

These two elements were first identified by medieval writers as jus ad bellum, the justice of war, 

and jus in bello, justice in war, respectively. Without recounting the various Just War criteria that 

were devised by various theorists, Walzer instead examined the historical actions of military men 

and politicians through the lens of what have become the accepted Just War criteria. In Walzer’s 

view,  jus ad bellum relies on only one criterion for entry into war, “The defense of rights is a 

reason for fighting. I want now to stress again, and finally, that it is the only reason.”19 Those 

rights belong to both combatants and non-combatants alike. The decision to open ground combat 

arms positions to women, in effect, making them combatants, reflects not only a disregard for the 

centuries of philosophical and biblical scholarship that led to the wide-spread acceptance of Just 
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accessed May 29, 2020, http://jeffersonmcmahan.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/MWLW-proof1.pdf. 

   

 18. Michael Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral Argument with Historical Illustrations, 5th ed. (New 

York, NY: Basic Books, 2015), 21. 

 

 19. Ibid., 72. 
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War Theory‘s jus ad bellum criteria but could have unintended consequences as it “is dangerous 

to tamper with rules that already command a high degree of allegiance. The stakes are too high to 

allow for much experimentation with alternatives.”20 

 Based upon their experiences in the 21st Century, American women have shown a de-

cided propensity to follow Natural Law and related long-standing cultural norms by choosing to 

avoid volunteering for ground combat arms positions in any significant number. The decision to 

include women in ground combat arms assignments in the United States military, while well 

intentioned, has not, and will not, serve the best interests of the women and men in combat. At 

the most basic level, our ground combat forces need to believe that their leaders are providing 

them the best equipment, the best training, the best qualified people, and are shaping the battle-

field to their advantage. In combat, to meet one’s opponent on equal terms means that command-

ers have failed in their duty and responsibility to provide those advantages to their soldiers and 

Marines. After all, in combat, unlike sports, there are no ‘mulligans’ given to rectify errors. 

There are no ‘Title IX’ protections to ensure that there is a level playing field for women on the 

battlefield.21  

 
 20. Jeff McMahan, “The Ethics of Killing in War”, Philosophia: Philosophical Quarterly of Israel, no. 34, 

(Tel Aviv, IS: Tel Aviv University, Israel, August 4, 2006), 23–41, accessed May 30, 2020, 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11406-006-9007-y. 

 

 21. Title IX of the Education Amendments Act of 1972 is a federal law that states: "No person in the 

United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected 

to discrimination under any education program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance." Athletics 

programs are considered educational programs and activities. There are three basic parts of Title IX as it applies to 

athletics:  

(1) Participation: Title IX requires that women and men be provided equitable opportunities to participate in sports. 

Title IX does not require institutions to offer identical sports but an equal opportunity to play;                     

(2) Scholarships: Title IX requires that female and male student-athletes receive athletics scholarship dollars 

proportional to their participation; and                           

(3) Other benefits: Title IX requires the equal treatment of female and male student-athletes in the provisions of: (a) 

equipment and supplies; (b) scheduling of games and practice times; (c) travel and daily allowance/per diem; (d) 

access to tutoring; (e) coaching, (f) locker rooms, practice and competitive facilities; (g) medical and training 

facilities and services; (h) housing and dining facilities and services; (i) publicity and promotions; (j) support 

services and (k) recruitment of student-athletes. Recent actions by trans-gender males participating on women’s 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11406-006-9007-y
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 The figures reflecting the number of women serving in the ground combat arms indicate 

that our young women have put their faith in military leadership and have an expectation that 

they would not ask them to do something that is immoral and has predictable, negative conse- 

quences. Mark R. Amstutz, in his book on international ethics, determined that moral values 

have distinguishing characteristics and parameters. As he explains, “they command universal 

allegiance, they demand impartiality, and are largely self-enforcing.”22 This description reflects 

the salient aspects of Natural Law completely. In respect to the decision to open all positions in 

ground combat arms to women, these characteristics were virtually ignored by policy and de-

cision makers and as such, these people’s actions reflected both mistaken ethics and morals.   

  The decision to integrate women into ground combat arms units was an important deci-

sion that has generated numerous unintentional and detrimental moral and ethical consequences, 

not just for men and women serving in the military, but also for American society as a whole. 

The contrasting epistemological assumptions that had characterized the previous restrictions on 

women serving in ground combat positions are rooted in the evolution of Western culture and the 

ever-changing philosophical analyses of the nature of knowledge as it relates to science, religion, 

morality, and politics. The central question regarding this policy decision is not whether the mil-

itary should meet the social expectations of equal opportunity. It is however, about whether plac-

ing women in combat roles is beneficial to both them and to the men with whom they serve, as 

well as the larger concerns about the purpose and efficiency of the military and thus by exten-

sion, American society as a whole.  Understanding the interconnected complexity inherent in this 

 
sports teams and female athletes participating on male sports teams, such as football, have caused some people to 

call into question the necessity and validity of these protections. “Title IX Frequently Asked Questions”, Creating a 

Pathway to Lifelong Success, the National Collegiate Athletic Association, (NCAA), accessed December 6, 2020, 

http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/inclusion/title-ix-frequently-asked-questions. 

 

 22. Mark R. Amstutz, International Ethics, 10. 

http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/inclusion/title-ix-frequently-asked-questions
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single decision will enhance present-day policymakers’ appreciation of the ramifications of their 

predecessors’ actions, while simultaneously revealing to them the wisdom of repealing a deci-

sion based upon erroneous ethics, morals and is completely unnecessary. This policy decision 

significantly marginalized the relevancy of the concepts of ‘human dignity’ and ‘freedom’ for 

the men and women in the armed forces of the United States in the 21st Century that, in turn, 

will have negative consequences on the efficiency and effectiveness of the United States mil-

itary in ground combat actions far into the future. 
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