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Women and War 
 
When considering the actors in war, it is likely that you think of military personnel, 
weapons, airplanes, ships, and tanks, soldiers and generals, and maybe the politicians 
and policy makers who guide them. You may imagine the weapon manufacturers and their 
profits. From weapons manufacturers to oil companies, munitions and defence contracts 
are amongst the most lucrative in the world. It is less likely that you will immediately think 
of women; despite comprising more than half of the world population, women are marked 
by their absence from the battlefield and boardrooms of the international system.  
 
When we imagine women as part of war it is likely to be as an afterthought, as victims of 
violence struggling to cope with the loss and devastation wrought by conflict. But the 
reality of women’s participation in warfare is far more complex; women can be both victims 
and perpetrators of violence, performing as both soldiers and policy makers capable of 
committing violent campaigns. Women also play a unique role in war, their bodies are 
used as symbols for rallying nationalist bravado, and as targets for sexual assault and 
attack by enemy troops.  
 
Women in the War Zone 
 
Despite outward appearances of being exclusively ‘male’ zones, militaries and warfare 
have always included women who perform vital roles, albeit through a framework that 
characterizes female participation as unequal and subordinate to men (Yuval-Davis 1997: 
93). In order to assess the relationship between women and war, observers must adopt a 
critical approach and consider the wider social, cultural, and political context in which 
these actors perform. The role of women in conflict is shaped by the social expectations of 
gender roles and according notions of identity that have been constructed in the wider 
cultural arena of all acting parties. The way an invading army relates to the female 
population of an occupied territory is determined not only by the orders of their 
commanding officers but also by their own existing ideas about gender roles, and their 
attitudes towards women and warfare.  
 
The role of women in warfare is not restricted to that of victim or target, but nor is women’s 
inclusion in traditional military roles indicative of gender equality in warfare or even within 
specific military institutions. In reality, women play an intrinsic role in war; women both 
enable and resist conflict, and serve as victims as well as perpetrators of violence. 
However, their inclusion in any capacity is always specifically gendered, shaped by the 
socially constructed expectations of their cultural, political, and social circumstances, as 
well as their biological characteristics. 
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Women in the Armed Forces 
 
In the modern and developed world, the inclusion of women in the military as soldiers is a 
contentious discussion. Debate of the issue has become particularly heated in recent 
years, after gender equality and human rights conventions were mainstreamed within 
domestic politics, as well as in the international arena. Employment equality laws often 
contravene state legislation that denies women the right to perform the same duties as 
their male counterparts. As part of the growing debate on the inclusion of women in the 
military, the UK Ministry of Defence conducted two reviews into the current policies that 
exclude women from ground close-combat roles. These positions are defined as roles in 
which the primary objective is to ‘deliberately close in and kill the enemy face-to-face’ 

Understanding War 
 
Within the global community, insecurity disproportionately affects women. Women 
suffer in unique ways during conflict, and they are vulnerable to specific types of attack 
and violence. Traditional understandings of warfare and international relations do not 
award much relevance to these typically gendered experiences. Global and national 
leaders are usually men, and within the international community conflict is still widely 
perceived through patriarchal paradigms.  
 
The international development community focuses on the ‘formal’ period of fighting or 
‘official’ war, which is characterized by the engagement of predominantly male 
combatants. After the cessation of this conflict, violence may still exist although it is no 
longer formalized as ‘official’ and, apart from isolated incidents, the threat from violence 
is apparently over. This period is regarded as being ‘post-conflict’ but the reality for 
women, who as a group typically suffer disproportionately from the breakdown of 
societal security, is that insecurity is far from over. Support for the US-led military action 
in Iraq and Afghanistan during the 2000s was garnered using claims that human rights, 
and specifically women’s rights, would be championed by coalition intervention. Despite 
the rhetoric of female emancipation, there is scant evidence to suggest that female 
rights have really been enhanced by these wars. Instead, women in Iraq and 
Afghanistan have faced a multitude of threats as a direct result of military action, 
including death from aerial bombings, the disruption of family life and societal support 
networks, attack by domestic and coalition forces, and gender-based violence, and the 
extreme vulnerability and insecurity that faces displaced persons fleeing from violent 
conflict.  
 
Insecurity of women is too common, irrespective of war. In fact, it has become so 
common through poverty and other forms of institutionalized oppression that insecurity 
has become normalized and invisible, deprived of the international attention that is 
awarded to male-dominated warfare.     
 
(Handrahan, 2004) 
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(MoD Review into servicewomen in ground close-combat roles, 2014). Since 2016 women 
in the British military are no longer banned from close combat roles; the same decision 
was made by the Pentagon regarding women in the US military in 2015 (BBC, 2016; NBC 
News, 2015). 
 
 
Of the US military, the service with the highest percentage of female officers in 2016 is the 
Air Force, with 21%. The service with the lowest representation is the Marines, with 7.5% 
in comparison (Council on Foreign Relations, 2018). The overall percentage of females in 
the UK Regular Forces in 2017 was 10.3% (Ministry of Defence, 2017). This suggests that 
equal gender representation within the military is some way off. In addition to these 
figures, where women are active in the military sphere, state claims of ‘gender equality’ 
are often undermined by independent reports of sexual harassment, prejudice, and 
gender-based violence committed by members of the woman’s own military (Vickers 
1993: 19). Recent scandals about the prevalence of male-to-female rape by personnel in 
the US military forces has raised questions about institutional attitudes and expectations 
regarding the treatment of women, as well as the difficulties faced by women who are 
pioneering their inclusion in military service. That women are at risk of sexual violence and 
discrimination at the hands of ‘friendly forces’ is a shocking indictment of gender relations 
within military institutions; however, these reports are tragically not inconsistent with the 
experiences of civilian women or others in contact with armed forces, who often find 
themselves vulnerable to attack by the very people claiming to ‘protect’ them.  
 
The impact of gendered prejudice in the military is criticized by those who decry the 
exclusion of women on the basis of gender from certain roles; some observers claim that 
participation in the military sphere is a fundamental criterion in the accomplishment of ‘full 
citizenship rights’ (Yuval-Davis 1997: 93). Under this approach, military contribution, or the 
potential for military contribution and the opportunity to risk one’s life for the state is 
regarded as a precursor to gaining complete citizenship under that state (Enloe 1993: 
2002). The subtle ideology of sacrifice and altruism that underpins these conceptions also 
marks the observations of political scientists in the United States who assert that it is ‘still 
a special mark of respect to be a war veteran’. This special ‘respect’ awards greater 
political support to those electoral candidates who have served in the US armed forces, an 
‘honour that overall is denied to women’ (Chapter 11): when imagining a military veteran,  
one immediately imagines a man. 
 
Those who support the abolition of gender-based restrictions on military service do so for 
a number of reasons; a primary argument from feminist scholars is that the continuation of 
gender bias in the military sphere reinforces and compounds existing social constructions 
of gendered roles that are detrimental to women and society as a whole. Exclusionary 
policies are defended using the argument that gender relations within society prohibit the 
effective deployment of women, referring either to the gender relations within domestic 
populations from which military personal originate, or in the communities in which they will 
be deployed. The cultural expectation of gender roles in friendly or occupied territories 
bears significant impact on the operations of military forces. There was, for instance, much 
concern over the use of male coalition soldiers to search females in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
and in other strictly Muslim states. Concerns over cultural sensitivity accompany a growing 
discourse on human rights, as well as a serious need to garner support in local 
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communities when fighting insurgency, and to avoid as far as possible the alienation of 
domestic populations.  
 

 
 
 
Expectations of gender roles within the serving military forces are also problematic for the 
deployment of female combat troops. Those in support of excluding women from combat 
duty often claim that their presence would put the lives of (male) military personnel at 
unnecessary risk. In many societies there exists a popular cultural belief that the physical 
protection of women by men is ‘chivalrous’ or otherwise required; on these grounds, many 
advocates of existing MoD legislation have expressed concern that male soldiers may 
prioritize a sense of personal moral obligation in protecting female colleagues at the 
expense of their own safety, or even jeopardizing the success of their mission.   
 
Within civilian as well as military populations, there is concern over the possibility of 
female combatants becoming prisoners of war, vulnerable to sexual assault and rape 
(Chapter 11), with specifically gendered consequences for troop and civilian morale. 
During the Gulf War of 1990–1, more American women were engaged in active warfare 
than during any other American war since World War Two. Despite making up only 7% of 
the USA’s deployed forces, they were the focus of a disproportionate amount of public 
attention and anxiety (Enloe 1993: 201). Such disparities highlight the specific way in 
which the social construction of gendered identity impacts upon the roles that men and 
women are expected or allowed to fulfil, both within the military and in the wider social 
context.  
 

Universal Conscription 
 
In 2015, Norway became the first NATO member to introduce universal conscription. In 
a statement to the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), the 
Norwegian delegation explained their decision: 
 
‘Universal conscription is important for two main reasons. Firstly, in all parts of society 
women and men have—and should have—equal rights, obligations and opportunities. 
Secondly, from a military perspective, the armed forces need to be able to recruit 
among the most capable candidates. Operational demands and high levels of 
specialization and technological sophistication dictate the need to recruit as widely as 
possible. We cannot afford to exclude half of the population in the recruitment process. 
In terms of human resources, the state sends a very clear message that competency is 
not down to gender, in this case the male gender.’ 
 
(Permanent Delegation of Norway to the OSCE, 2017: 2) 
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Women’s Bodies in War 
 
A fundamental principle underlying feminist theory is that women’s bodies are 
appropriated by patriarchal society to meet the objectives of that society, with the effect of 
disempowering women themselves. When women adhere to cultural expectations of 
heterosexuality, chastity, and similarly binding value systems, discourses often construct 
them 'as the symbolic bearers of the collectivity's identity and honour', who embody the 
nation that men and boys 'live and die for' (Yuval-Davis, 1997: 45 and 47; Hasso 2005: 
28). Thus women’s bodies can be utilized in iconography and rhetoric to embody 
intangible aspects of identity, such as nationhood or cultural values. The portrayal of 
women as models for national dress, in tourist brochures and in postcards is well 
documented (Enloe 2000), but female bodies also feature throughout history in iconic 
figureheads like ‘Britannia’ in the United Kingdom, and ‘Justice’ and ‘Liberty’, as in the 
American Statue of Liberty in New York.  
 

Sex, Death, and Nuclear Bombs 
 

In her critique of weapons discourse during the Cold War, Carol Cohn notes that both 
the military and arms manufacturers are ‘constantly exploiting the phallic imagery and 
promise of sexual domination’ offered by their nuclear arsenals. In order to 
conceptualize, sell, and promote nuclear weapons the language of sex is, according to 
Cohn, employed in order to play on the desires and anxieties of defence elites.   
 
An Air Force Magazine article from June 1985 carried an advertisement for an AV-8B 
Harrier II plane with the headline ‘Speak Softly and Carry a Big Stick’. The text of the 
advertisement boasts ‘an exceptional thrust to weight ratio’ and ‘vectored thrust 
capability that makes the … unique rapid response possible.’ 
 
During her time at a high-level defence research centre in 1987, Cohn noted that 
‘lectures were filled with discussion of vertical erector launchers, thrust-to-weight ratios, 
soft lay downs, deep penetration, and the comparative advantages of protracted versus 
spasm attacks … or what one military adviser to the National Security Council has 
called "releasing 70 to 80 percent of our megatonnage in one orgasmic whump’’.’ The 
language of sexual dominance and masculinity reported by Cohn is at times subtle but 
frequently overt; one defence expert urged his colleagues to ‘face it, the Russians are a 
little harder than we are.’ 
 
The language of female bodies was also incorporated into the discourse of nuclear 
weaponry. Virginity was a recurrent topic when describing the nuclear capabilities of 
states, referring to the power, innocence, and attractiveness of alliances with that state. 
Cohn reports that ‘one professor spoke of India's explosion of a nuclear bomb as 
"losing her virginity"; the question of how the United States should react was posed as 
whether or not we should "throw her away" ... Although the manly United States is no 
virgin, and proud of it, the double standard raises its head in the question of whether or 
not a woman is still worth anything to a man once she has lost her virginity.’ 
 
(Cohn 1987) 
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Where women are regarded as symbols of cultural pride and ownership, their bodies can 
be utilized as sites of violence against the wider community. The tactical use of rape 
during warfare simultaneously targets the bodies of victims and perpetrators by destroying 
the boundaries between public and personal violence by utilizing the human body as a 
tool for political action. In the extensive literature concerning rape as a weapon of war, it 
should be remembered that women are human victims of a political attack. The purposes 
of tactical sexual violence include a psychological attack on the targeted population where 
the masculine role of ‘protector’ or ‘owner’ of female bodies is undermined through 
violation by enemy forces. On a wider scope, such attacks are designed to undermine the 
social identity of a population group, by emasculating the patriarchal elements of that 
group whilst ensuring lasting social and psychological effects. During the conflict between 
Bosnia and Serbia in the 20th century, rape was allegedly used as a tool by Serbian 
forces to, amongst other reasons, ‘breed Serbian children’ (Synder, Gabbard, and Zulcic 
2006: 290). Thus ‘ethnic cleansing’ was pursued not only through the assassination of a 
population group but also through the forced impregnation of women who later bore the 
ethnic descendants of their attackers, part of a strategy designed to compound the 
psychological trauma inflicted on their community. Furthermore, rape can also be used as 
an incentive for male troops, simultaneously ‘rewarding’ their participation in conflict whilst 
brutalizing them and affirming their commitment to the military instructions through an act 
of violence. The awarding of the 2018 Nobel Peace Prize to Denis Mukwege and Nadia 
Murad ‘for their efforts to end the use of sexual violence as a weapon of war and armed 
conflict’ was a clear recognition of the persistent nature of this issue around the world 
(Nobel Peace Prize, 2018). 
 
The construction of gendered roles manifests in a wide range of effects in the realm of 
warfare; when women’s bodies are utilized as symbols for intangible concepts, often with 
physical implications for real women, notions of femininity are transposed into intangible 
realms of discourse in order to facilitate the performance of warfare. Carol Cohn studied 
the ‘elaborate use of abstraction and euphemism’ in the discourse of nuclear strategists 
and observed the gendered nature of language that was employed in the conception of 
nuclear weaponry (Cohn 1987). Cohn claims that by articulating missiles and nuclear 
detonation in terms of phallic symbols, the violence of warfare is glorified and legitimized, 
allowing the theoretical and physical realization of otherwise incomprehensible actions.  
 
Specifically, the language used to articulate nuclear violence was from the ‘domestic 
sphere’, creating terms ‘so bland that they never forced the speaker or listener to touch 
the realities of nuclear holocaust’ whilst sexualizing certain acts in order to make their 
performance more desirable and socially acceptable (Cohn 1987: 690). The naming of 
‘clean bombs’ and ‘Peacekeeper’ missiles enables those involved to maintain an 
emotional distance from what is essentially a horrific contemplation of mass destruction 
(Cohn 1987: 691). These same tactics were used by Rudolf Hess to rationalize his 
participation in the extermination of Jews; standing on trial Hess famously protested his 
normality by referring to his role as a husband and a father, invoking the imagery of the 
domestic sphere in an attempt to minimize the horror of his crimes.  
 
Women and Peace 
 
Following the women’s peace movements of the 1970s and 1980s, which included the 
Greenham Common Women’s Peace Camp that is ubiquitous to anti-war narratives, the 
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role of women in the military has been awarded insufficient attention by feminists (Enloe 
1992: 210). Traditionally conceived as being habitually peaceful and of maternal instinct, 
women are often regarded as the passive observers of male-dominated violence. 
Patriarchal ideologies in which women are located in the domestic rather than public 
sphere underpin traditional dichotomies between war and peace, public vs. private, and 
personal vs. political issues. During the second wave of feminism in the 1970s, women 
refuted these distinctions, claiming that ‘the personal is the political’ (Enloe 2002) and 
challenging gender-biased ideologies that confine women to domestic roles of nurturing, 
care giving, and maternity. Despite the widespread recognition that women can and 
should be allowed to participate in the public and economic sphere, and that they can 
serve society in ways other than those maternally orientated, these subtle expectations 
still exist. 
 
The construction of women as innocuous or passive actors is so pervasive as to award 
the female combatant with a particular type of power; the potential to remain above 
suspicion where male actors would not succeed. It is in this capacity that women have 
performed as high profile espionage agents, although the glamorization of figures such as 
Mata Hari and other ‘femmes fatales’ is illustrative of the extreme eroticization of female 
actors and one that is not without its own set of restrictive and exploitative narratives.  
Feminists argue that through the sexualisation of female actors in violence the women are 
repackaged in a way that does not challenge the gender norms upon that social 
hierarchies are based, even when performing specifically ‘male’ tasks such as espionage 
or violence.  
 
Examples include the overtly sexualized fictional character of adventurer ‘Lara Croft’. Croft 
is the female protagonist in video games and films aimed at young men and adolescent 
boys in the popular Tomb Raider series; she is defined by her athletic abilities, bravery, 
and ‘toughness’ in the male-dominated world of exploration, action, and adventure. 
However, a significant marketed appeal of Tomb Raider is the attractiveness and sexuality 
of Croft, who is played in the cinematic adaptations of the games by Angelina Jolie. The 
sexualization of ‘strong’ female characters in film and media is of concern to feminists and 
those promoting healthy gender role models, especially for young children and those at a 
formative age. More worryingly, recent versions of the Tomb Raider game have been 
criticized for promoting voyeurism and implicitly condoning rape culture by using threats of 
sexual violence as part of in-game scenarios.   
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When states engage in traditional warfare, populations are mobilized in order to support 
the considerable expenditure that accompanies military engagement. The costs of war 
reach beyond the economic into the social and personal realms, as state and civil 
resources are stretched and loved ones are placed at immediate risk. The human 
insecurity of conflict exists not only for those serving in the armed forces but also where 
civilians are the potential or realized targets of enemy aggression. In addition to the 
immediate loss of life and the psychological impact of these losses, the negative practical 
implications and socio-economic impact of warfare disproportionally affects women, as 
they are more vulnerable to poverty and food insecurity. Male populations are targeted by 
warfare (killed, injured, or enlisted) and it is left to the remaining women to meet additional 
responsibilities such as farming or wage earning in their absence. This is a particularly 
salient issue for those living in rural or developing communities, and anyone reliant on 
subsistence farming, for which physical labour is a significant requirement for security 
(Vickers 1993: 18). 
 
Motherhood and War 
 
Considerations of gender are fundamental to making sense of the wartime struggle for 
hearts and minds; a struggle that includes mobilizing people to collective action (Taylor 
1999; De Volo 2004: 718). Traditional gender roles and cultural expectations can be 
utilized by states as they attempt to access the practical and psychological support of 
certain population groups. Throughout history, authoritarian regimes have glorified the role 
of women as reproducers, as the ability to increase the population and/or workforce 
becomes vital to the stability of their regime. The production of a labour force to perform in 
the military and economic sphere became recognized by Western states as an important 
requirement for military success during the last century when the health of army recruits 
was blamed for poor military performance. Thus women ‘at home’ were educated in the 
nutritional requirements of their children, with the aim of improving state security as future 
generations of armed forces grew to be healthier as a result. Political ideology was used 
to define cultural expectations of gender roles, and women became vessels for the military 

Female Suicide Bombers in Palestine 
 

Between January and April 2002, four Palestinian women committed suicide bombings 
in organized attacks against the Israeli military. These women conducted suicide or 
martyrdom attacks that challenged not only the political and military objectives of the 
Israeli government but also crucially contested the ways women should be perceived in 
the conflict. The efficacy of the four women ironically depended on their political, racial, 
and sexual invisibility in the eyes of Israeli soldiers who had disregarded them as 
potential bombers, based on their gender. Thus their actions challenged Israeli 
gendered assumptions that it is Palestinian male and not female bodies that militarily 
threatened social order. In addition, the actions of these female militants were regarded 
by some as a ‘call to arms’ for male members of their own communities, seeking a 
continuation in the defence of that community which they had enacted themselves. 
Thus the actions of these bombers destabilized the construct of men as ‘defenders’ of 
community and women as the ‘protected’.                                                    
 
(Hasso 2005) 
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objectives of the state, whilst their male offspring were the targets; within Nazi Germany 
girls were educated solely to become ‘future mother[s]’ and ‘first educator[s] of children’ 
(Brocklehurst 2006: 73). 
  
During nationalist movements images of womanhood are likely to be adopted by political 
leaders; when trying to create a notion of shared cultural identity the symbolic ‘mother’ is 
an effective and emotive tool. Whilst accommodating traditional ideas of masculinity and 
reinforcing heterosexual norms, it also creates an environment where male bonding is 
acceptable and encouraged, as men become ‘brothers in arms’. Many political groups 
have harnessed the sense of unity and loyalty inspired by the symbol of the motherland; 
the Nazi Third Reich was based heavily on the conceptual ‘motherland’ and ‘Bharat Mata’ 
(Mother India) was created and deified as a result of the Indian nationalist movement.   
 
In the Bharat Mata figurehead, the ideal virtues of womanhood were portrayed and her 
image acted not only as a rallying point and inspiration for men but also as an ideal by 
which nationalist women should live. Popular conceptions of maternity reward the ‘mother 
figure’ with a moral authority, making the iconography an effective tool in propaganda as 
well as an attractive aspiration for women. The strength of this iconography as a political 
tool is that the symbolic woman is awarded significant emotional resonance whilst also 
appearing to be apolitical. Thus the symbolism of iconic women can be used by actors 
seeking to portray their message as one that transcends political motivations and invokes 
deeper values of humanity and familial bonding (De Volo 2004: 716). 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The military plays a special role in the ideological structure of patriarchy, because the 
notion of combat plays such a central role in the construction of manhood, citizenship, and 
the construction of social hierarchies and value systems (Steans 1998). Women in war are 
‘primary targets, they are tortured and killed in numbers often greater than men’ (Karame 
and Tryggestad 2000: 9) but although the effects of warfare are specifically gendered, 
women’s participation in this warfare is not restricted to any given role. The significance of 
gender identity in the conduct of war can be revealed through critical examination of the 
way in which women are included in existing institutions such as the military, while also 
highlighting those roles usually dismissed in the context of ‘traditional’ war studies. 
    
Psychoanalytical feminism attempts to explain the supposed predisposition in children to 
either ‘homemaking’ or ‘war games’ according to their gender (Steans 1998: 22). 
Socialization, the theory claims, is responsible for the inclination toward violent or passive 
behaviour, but we must retain a critical approach in theorizing the role of women in 
relation to warfare. Men and women experience conflict and violence differently, for 
reasons founded in their identities and relationship with power (Handrahan 2004: 429). 
Women in conflict zones, for example, have an increased risk of experiencing gender-
based violence, contracting STIs, unwanted pregnancy as well as maternal death 
(UNFPA, 2015). Only by adopting a critical analytical approach to conflict studies can we 
reveal the complex ways social constructions of gender underpin the relationship between 
women and war, and the significance of these constructions for our society both during 
war and times of peace. 
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Questions: 
 
 
(1) There is often a focus on ‘women and children’ in war. Why is this the case? Does this 
have consequences for men? 
 
(2) Nobel Peace Prize winner Nadia Murad was a victim of rape and sexual violence at the 
hands of ISIS. Discuss why women are targets of sexual violence in armed conflict. What 
can be done at the societal level to reduce the prevalence of rape as a weapon of war? 
 
(3) What are common arguments against women participating in hand-to-hand combat 
missions? How convincing is the evidence used to support those arguments? 
 
(4) Explore the technological advances in military strategy that could allow more women to 
participate in warfare, and explain why these technologies are more acceptable for female 
combatants.
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