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T o read Female Soldiers—Combatants or Non-
combatants? Historical Female Soldiers-Com­
batants or Noncombatants? Historical and Con­
temporary Perspectives immediately after V i r ­
g in ia Woolf 's Three Guineas, as I have just 
done, is to suffer a wrenching of the m i n d . F r o m 
Woolf 's feminist pacifist posit ion, whether fe­
male soldiers should take part i n combat is the 
wrong question: i n her view women should not 
be soldiers at a l l . A n d neither should men. T h e 
authors of the papers edited by Nancy L o r i n g 
G o l d m a n , however, a l l take for granted the 
necessity, past, present and future, for militaries; 
they disagree only over the extent to w h i c h 
women should be involved i n them as combat­
ants. In the minds of the contributors to this 
volume, that question turns on two major con­
siderations: whether social justice and equal 
rights for women require the inclusion of women 
i n combat; and how the combat effectiveness of a 
given mil i tary w i l l be or has been affected by 
such integration. 

T h i s perspective is not surprising, given the 
fact that the papers were or iginal ly prepared for 
a 1980 international symposium on the role of 
women i n the armed forces w h i c h was sponsored 
by the Inter-University Seminar on Armed For­
ces and Society, an association on good terms 
w i t h the militaries of the U . S . A . and other west­
ern nations, i n c l u d i n g Canada. T h e volume is 
dedicated to the Fellows of the Inter-University 

Seminar; its founding chairman, Morris Jano-
witz, has written the Foreword, and its current 
Secretary/Treasurer, Nancy G o l d m a n , is co­
author of one of the pieces as wel l as author of 
the Introduction and editor of the whole collec­
t ion. Research for two of the papers was funded 
i n part by grants from IUS; and six others were 
sponsored by the U.S . A r m y Research Institute 
for the Behavioral and Social Sciences. T h e 
remaining six do not acknowledge support from 
a funding agency. 

Divided into three parts, the collection ranges 
i n time principal ly over the last two centuries, 
and i n space over Europe, Afr ica , Asia and N o r t h 
America, a l though the focus is clearly on the 
United States and its allies and enemies. T h e case 
studies on Algeria , Yugoslavia and Sweden are 
the exceptions. T h e first two of these are con­
tained i n "Part I: T h e Experience of W a r " a long 
with pieces on Great Bri tain and Israel, both 
allies of the U.S. , on Russia, long-standing cold-
war enemy, on Vietnam, enemy i n one of the 
recent and nastiest wars i n U.S . history, and o n 
Germany, enemy i n the two wor ld wars of this 
century but currently, as divided, part friend and 
part foe. 

T h e four papers i n "Part II: T h e Threat of 
W a r " deal with U.S.-al l ied Greece, Japan and 
Denmark plus neutral Sweden, a l l countries 
w h i c h have had little experience wi th women i n 
their armed forces unt i l very recently. 

Taken together, the eleven papers i n Parts I 
and II a l l ultimately serve as background discus­
sion to the real debate of the book: whether or 
not the U.S . military should proceed further i n 
the direction of admitt ing women to combat 
roles. T h i s question is set forth i n "Part III: 
American Dilemmas and Opt ions" i n the manner 
of a scholastic disputation wi th one paper stat­
i n g the problem, one m a k i n g the arguement 
against female combatants, and a f inal one, the 
argument for. Despite the fact that this debate is 
being waged today i n very similar terms w i t h i n 
the Canadian Defence Forces, Canada, one of the 



U.S.'s closest allies, is nowhere represented i n 
this collection. 

T h i s U .S . focus notwithstanding, the book 
provides a great deal of information on the his­
tory of women's involvement i n militaries up to 
and i n c l u d i n g combat as well as on contempor­
ary policies on women i n the armed forces of 
various countries around the world. T h e book's 
scope encompasses revolutionary c iv i l wars and 
wars of national liberation as well as interna­
tional hostilities i n order to ensure the broadest 
possible consideration of women's relation, i n 
the past and i n the present, to armed conflict. 
T h u s the case study on Russia includes reference 
to the female bomb throwers and assissins of the 
anti-tsarist struggle as well as discussion of the 
approximately one-million-strong participation 
by Russian women i n the Soviet forces of the 
Second W o r l d War. 

More than half of these women were directly 
engaged i n combat, either with the regular 
Soviet troops at the front or with partisan forces 
f ighting i n the German-occupied territories. 
Female fighter pilots flew missions against Ger­
man bombers; indeed three Soviet combat avia­
tion regiments were all-female. T h e Russian for­
ces also made use of hundreds of skilled female 
shooters, "mortarwomen, heavy machine gun­
ners, l ight machine gunners, automatic rifle-
women, snipers, and r i f lewomen" who by the 
end of the war were credited with k i l l i n g 11,280 
enemy troops (p. 69). 

Less wel l -known, perhaps, is the fact that 
some Russian women volunteered to serve i n the 
armed forces of the Tsar dur ing the First W o r l d 
War, disguising themselves as males if necessary 
i n order to gain acceptance. At the time of the 
disintegration of the Russian army under the 
pressures of war exhaustion and revolution, one 
famous w o m a n combat soldier received permis­
sion from the Kerensky government "to organize 
a women's shock battalion, or 'Battalion of 
Death ' " to shame if not shoot deserting men (p. 

64). In the c i v i l war f o l l o w i n g the October Revo­
lut ion , the newly organized Red A r m y also made 
use of female combatants. 

T h e Russian example w o u l d appear to i n d i ­
cate that there is little correlation between the 
traditional left/right split i n politics and oppo­
sition to or acceptance of women i n combat. N o r 
does the " h a w k i s h " or " d o v i s h " stance of Amer­
ican mili tary men reliably predict their attitude 
o n this question. Indeed w i t h i n the array of con­
f l ic t ing and contrasting detail cited i n these pap­
ers it is difficult to discern any clear patterns. 

One w h i c h does seem to emerge, however, lies 
i n the relation between the extremity and f l u i d ­
ity of a situation and the willingness of a socie­
ty's leaders to use female combatants. Women's 
participation i n combat has been highest when 
societies have been involved in ' social revolu­
tionary struggles against repressive regimes, 
colonial or indigenous, as i n wars of national 
l iberation or "people's wars" , or when countries 
have been invaded and conquered by a foreign 
enemy. T h u s women have been used i n life-
endangering missions and as armed warriors i n 
irregular forces m u c h more readily than i n regu­
lar armies. So, for example, there was a h i g h 
proportion of Yugoslavian women f ighting with 
Ti to ' s partisan forces i n the resistance against 
both the Nazi invader and the native r ight -wing 
collaborators as wel l as against the n o n - C o m ­
munist guerrillas. But immediately after the 
war, the all-male H i g h C o m m a n d of Yugoslavia 
decided to. exclude women from the regular m i l ­
itary service. S imi lar ly i n Israel, whi le some 
women served as combatants i n the defence of 
Jewish pioneer settlements before, dur ing and 
after the First W o r l d War, i n the anti-Brit ish 
struggle during and immediately after the Second 
W o r l d War, as well as i n the war of independ­
ence of 1948-49, once the state of Israel came into 
existence and the Israeli Defence Forces were 
unif ied and regularized, women were excluded 
from " a l l jobs i n v o l v i n g combat, jobs that have 
to be f i l led under bad conditions, and jobs where 



physical demands are regarded as too great for 
females" (p. 155). 

A n d i n one f inal example, that of Vietnam, we 
can see that, whi le women made up a large pro­
port ion of the overall forces of the Communis t 
"people's w a r " against first French and then 
American imperia l ism, women tended to be 
used at the lower levels of the Maoist "three-
tiered approach" . W o m e n , that is, were most i n 
evidence at the local level as members of village 
m i l i t i a units p r o v i d i n g home defence as well as 
" logist ical assistance to m a i n force troops oper­
ating i n the area" and at the regional level as 
" l ight ly-armed ful l - t ime guerri l las" (p. 112). 
Women's contribution to the struggle was enor­
mous: i n the North female units were celebrated 
for their successes i n shooting down American 
planes and the work of women i n transport units 
s u p p l y i n g the troops i n the South earned them 
the sobriquet of " 'water buffalo of the revolu­
t i o n ' " (p. 145). D u r i n g the famous Tet offensive 
of 1968 an al l -women guerri l la squad held off for 
several days the American troops advancing to 
restore Saigon's control of one city. Nonetheless, 
the f ight ing shifted thereafter more and more to 
the all-male regular forces, the top of the Maoist 
three tiers, and it was the success of these on the 
battlefield w h i c h is credited w i t h f inally bring­
i n g down the Saigon regime. 

Another cross-cultural commonali ty which 
w o u l d appear to be present i n these examples is 
the phenomenon w h i c h colleague Shirley W i g -
more has labeled the "in-place heroine." Accord­
ingly, whi le men become heroes going out i n 
search of adventure or to confront danger, women 
become heroines when they, l ike Madeleine de 
Vercheres, surmount a dangerous threat which 
reaches them at home. Certainly i n the changing 
definitions of combat and i n the gradual "ero­
s i o n " of "combat exclusion restrictions on ser-
v icewomen" (p. 237), there w o u l d appear to be a 
hierarchy starting from self-defence and home 
defence, through s u p p l y i n g support services to 
combat troops i n a combat zone, to operation of 

"offensive line-of-sight weapons" on the front 
l ine (p. 268). Resistance to women i n combat 
increases the more they advance from the " t a i l " 
to the " too th" end. 

Is there a connection between patriarchy and 
women's exclusion from combat? Some of the 
contributors to this volume definitely think so. 
Jeff M . Tuten, the spokesman of U.S . mil i tary 
opposit ion to female combatants, when w r i t i n g 
about Germany, identifies the Nazis as vocifer­
ous opponents of women's emancipation and 
locates i n their ideological commitment to separ­
ate feminine and masculine spheres Hitler 's ref­
usal to okay creation of a women's combat bat­
talion unt i l so late i n the game that it could never 
be organized. T h e strength of the German Armed 
Forces' w i l l to preserve the mili tary as an exclu­
sively male caste resulted i n the non-mil i tariza­
tion of the women's uniformed service auxi l iar­
ies and the prohibi t ion against their use of fire­
arms even if capture by the enemy was i m m i ­
nent. S imilar ly , Kar l L . Wiegand l inks the total 
absence of women from Japan's military estab­
lishment of the Second W o r l d War to the "ste-
reotypically male-dominated" nature of Japa­
nese society (p. 179). Anne B loom, author of the 
paper on Israel, quotes the words of feminist 
A v i v a Cantor Zuckoff to sum up that nation's 
record on women and combat: '"If we go through 
the Bible and legends carefully we see that when­
ever Jewish survival is at stake, Jewish women 
are called upon to be strong and aggressive. 
W h e n the crisis is over, it's back to patriarchy"' 
(p. 157). 

T h e U.S. spokeswoman for female combat­
ants, Mary Wechsler Segal, argues that women's 
exclusion from combat has occurred i n societies 
i n which " M e n have been the rulers and the 
property holders" and "have had power over 
women, i n some cases absolute power" (p. 282). 
A n d i n her own culture she points to the impor­
tant role the armed forces have played i n the 
social construction of the ideal American male. 
" T h e mili tary in general, and combat i n particu-



lar, is a masculine proving g r o u n d " , she writes. 
"If women are fully integrated into the military, 
then this arena loses this function. A young man 
cannot prove he is a man by doing something 
that young women can d o " (p. 283). Meanwhile , 
the stereotype of the strong man as protector of 
the weak women is belied i n male-dominated 
society by the prevalence and tolerance of vio­
lence against women as i n rape and wife batter­
ing . 

As if deliberately demonstrating the male 
chauvinism of opposit ion to female combatants, 
the paper which makes the U.S. military case 
against women i n combat has a swaggering he-
man tone, so blatant one wonders whether par­
ody was the intent. Tuten argues that women's 
inferior "strength, stamina and speed", as well 
as their lower aggressiveness, militate against 
their effective employment i n combat (pp. 251, 
255). H e even conjures up "the spectre of inten­
tional pregnancies by servicewomen" as an "eas­
ier" escape from combat duty " than desertion to 
Sweden" (p. 251). 

Looked at i n one way, the obverse of the possi­
ble connection between male dominance and 
male monopoly of arms bearing is to postulate a 
connection between feminism and women's ad­
mission to combat. Most of the contributors to 
this volume also assume this l ink exists. T o 
account for why the question of women i n com­
bat has surfaced at this time i n most industrial­
ized countries, authors point to the women's 
rights movement of the last two decades. T h e 
other frequently cited factor is demographic: the 
manpower shortages resulting from a lower birth­
rate. T h i s can also be l inked to feminism, if 
ga in ing control of one's fertility is regarded as a 
sign of feminist consciousness. Editor Nancy 
G o l d m a n asserts that "the stronger the emphasis 
on ideology of social equality, the greater the 
potential for uti l ization of women i n mili tary 
combat" (p. 5). That correlation is most evident 
i n the example of the Soviet U n i o n . H a d the 
social revolution not introduced women i n the 

'20s and '30s "to the rigors of machinery, indus­
trial discipline, and 'modern' notions of order, 
routine, punctuality, and responsibil i ty" (p. 76) 
as well as educating hundreds of thousands of 
women to be engineers, scientists, doctors, tech­
nologists and industrial managers, Soviet wo­
men's participation i n the armed defence of Rus­
sia d u r i n g W o r l d War II could not have been as 
great as it was. But, G o l d m a n warns, even very 
h i g h levels of involvement of women i n combat, 
as i n Russia, Yugoslavia and Vietnam, d i d not 
guarantee equality i n the armed services at the 
time, i n other fields of human endeavour, or i n 
the postwar society. Patriarchal power persisted 
and the fact remains that the "po l i t i ca l and m i l ­
itary decisions to put women into combat have 
almost always been made by m e n " (p. 11). 

It is also true that the cross-cultural "resist­
ance to f u l l equality for women i n society—civil 
or mi l i tary—is p o w e r f u l " (p. 16). But under the 
impact of the movement for equality between 
the sexes, attitudes i n some societies have under­
gone tremendous change. In the United States, 
for example, the subject of women i n combat 
was rarely raised publ ic ly d u r i n g the Second 
W o r l d War, but whenever it was, it aroused i n 
Congress "protestations of deep aversion to the 
idea" (p. 219), whereas a recent G a l l u p p o l l of 
560 Americans aged eighteen to twenty-four 
showed a majority of the young men and women 
i n favour of i n c l u d i n g women i n combat roles 
on a voluntary basis (pp. 284-5). 

Throughout this collection, wi th one notable 
exception, the women's movement is equated 
w i t h equal rights feminism and, i n the words of 
G o l d m a n , "the issue of women i n combat" is 
seen as supply ing " a test of the logic of f u l l 
equal i ty" (p. 17). T h e one exception is Tuten 
who quotes from feminists divided on the issue 
of women and combat to corroborate his view of 
women's lower aggressiveness. Otherwise the 
authors seem unaware of the fact that there are 
varieties of feminism and i n particular a pacifist 
feminism which seeks equality between the sexes 



not through admission of women to combat but 
rather through liberating men from mi l i tar i sm. 
T h a t brings me back to V i r g i n i a Woolf 's Three 
Guineas and why it was such a jolt to turn from 
it to this book. T h e authors' perspective is too 
restrictedly mil i tary and hence blinkered against 
some other crucial considerations. Nowhere is it 
acknowledged, for instance, that the menace of 
thermonuclear holocaust might affect women's 
attitudes toward participation i n militaries com­
mitted to the testing and deployment of nuclear 
arms. N o r is there any recognition that A m e r i ­
can women might resist f u l l integration into 
mil i tary forces whose duty it could be to over­
throw the legitimate government of Nicaragua 
or to assist the Guatemalan government i n 
genocidal counter-revolution. T h e contributors 
to this volume w o u l d a l l agree, I am sure, that 
Female Soldiers—Combatants or Noncombat-
ants? is not an abstract phi losophical question; 
but they do seem to think it is an apol i t ical one. 
M a n y contemporary feminists w o u l d heartily 
disagree. 

R u t h Roach Pierson 
Ontar io Institute for Studies i n Education 

Getting There. Producing Photostories with 
Immigrant Women. Deborah Barndt, Feme Cris-
tal l and dian marino. Toronto: Between the 
Lines, 1982. Pp. 110. 

T h e last five years have witnessed increasing 
numbers of works on the experiences and situa­
tions of immigrant women i n western capitalist 
societies, a social group whose contributions to 
the economy had been profoundly underrated 
(eg. Guyot et al, 1978; N g and Ramirez, 1981; 
Seller, 1981). Getting There is a welcome addi­
t ion to the burgeoning body of literature w h i c h 
addresses immigrant women's experiences from 
their o w n perspectives. But there is a difference: 
Getting There is not a book of words; it is a 
collection of photographs wi th inserts of texts 
w h i c h display visually the stories of how i m m i ­
grant women survive i n a metropolis. 

T h e book begins wi th a statement on the his­
tory of the project, its objective (photostories, the 
images of which are created by women them­
selves rather than by others), and the kinds of 
materials and methodology used i n producing 
the book. In addit ion to the two photostories 
about immigrant women, it includes textual 
information on how the stories were made, on 
immigrant women and work, on advertising, 
and a f inal section on how the stories can be used 
for consciousness-raising. T h e book underscores 
the importance of starting from women's expe­
riences. T h e philosophy of the book is summar­
ized as follows: 

We are not support ing the tel l ing of per­
sonal stories only for self-expression or 
therapy; we are support ing the sharing of 
daily experiences, w h i c h can lead to a 
clearer understanding of social structures, a 
critical analysis and a readiness to act col­
lectively, (p. 15) 

O n the whole, the book is very well put 
together. T h e visual display is interesting and 
direct; the text is simple, easy to read and luc id . 
T h e photostories, i n particular, arrest the read­
er's interest right away, and is an effective way of 
teaching about immigrant women's struggle for 
survival i n an urban setting. I w o u l d l ike to use 
this book as a benchmark to critically reflect on 
our work with and about immigrant women up 
to now. T h u s , the comments I am going to make 
should be seen as constructive criticisms directed 
more generally at activists w o r k i n g wi th i m m i ­
grants (as educators, social services workers, 
researchers, etc.) rather than simply at the pro­
ducers of the book. 

G i v e n the producers' emphasis on the learn­
i n g process and the reciprocal relationship be­
tween teachers and other participants, I w o u l d 
l ike to have seen a lengthier discussion on the 
production of the photostories. A l t h o u g h the 
procedures of putt ing the stories together are 
useful information, more importantly, I w o u l d 
want to know how the production of these sto-


