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WOMEN IN COMBAT

The phrase, "Women in combat," has become in recent years more an ideological slogan than the
designation of a meaningful ethical issue. To conservatives it is a red flag evoking hostility toward
*feminism" and all its associated evils. To liberals it is a critical litmus test dividing insensitive sexists
from those who respect the equality of all persons. Because the phrase, "Women in combat," has
become so emotional those who are divided by it rarely consider its cognitive, non-emotive meaning
and, thus, seldom consider possible differences between their beliefs and those of their opponents.
F.
Those in favor of "women in combat" of ten say that "women should be assigned to combat duty." But
this is not sufficiently clear. Do they mean that women should be assigxied to combat branches of
service, that women should be assigned to areas where combat is likely, or that women should be
trained and expected to kill the enemy in time of war? Those, on the other side, who oppose "women
in combat" do not want women, with the possible exception of nurses, to be assigned to any areas
where armed conflict with the enemy is probable and they certainly don’t want any women to be

trained or expected to kill.

From a legal perspective it should be noted that when President Carter, in 1980, asked Congress to
amend the Military Selective Service Act so women could be drafted, Congress refused to do so on
the grounds that because the purpose of future drafts would be to obtain combat troops and because
women were prohibited by law from engaging in combat there was no military need to draft women.
The U. S. Supreme Court, in Rostker v. Goldberg, endorsed this Congressional position and cited with
approval Senate Report No. 96-826 as it stated: "The principle that women should not intentionally
and routinely engage in combat is undamental."! The legal prohibition alluded to is Section 6015
of Title 10 of the U.S. Code, which prohibits assigning women to any ships or aircraft that could be

used in combat.



In February of 1978 the Department of Defense defined "combat” to mean "engaging an enemy or
being engaged by an enemy in armed conflict," but also distinguished "combat" from "ir combat" by
defining "in combat" to mean "in a designated combat/hostile fire zone."? Later in the same year, the
Women's Armed Services Act was modified by Public Law 95-485 to allow women to be assigned to
combat ships for periods up to 180 days which meant that the Secretary of the Navy was given the
same kind of discretion concerning placing women "in combat" that the Secretary of the Army already
possessed. These definitions recognize a distinction between what Mady Sggal calls "defensive
combat" and "offensive combat," between being placed in an area where armed conflict with an
enemy might occur and actively seeking out and engaging the enemy with line-of-sight weapons.®
What Congress and the Court meant by "women in combat,” when they called its legal prohibition
"fundamental," is "women engaging in of fensive combat; women seeking out and engaging the enemy
with line-of-sight weapons," while "being exposed," as a 1982 study, "Women in the Army," put it,
"to direct enemy fire, a high probablilty of direct bhysical contact . . . and risk of capture.” And
this 1s also what is meant by those who disagree with Congress and the Court and who would argue,

for example, that a woman in the Air Force should be allowed the same opportunity to become a

combat fighter pilot as that allowed a man in the Air Force.

The cognitive, non~-emotive content of the phrase, "Women in combat," is now more clear, but the
ethical issue, "Should women be allowed to engage in combat?" will remain ambiguous until it is
determined whether it is intended as conditional or absolute, One Gallup Poll, in 1981, revealed
that 61% of American males and 74% of American females believed that women should be allowed
to engage in combat, but only on the condition that they volunteer mglm_bgggrvigg.s Much smaller
percentages approved of making combat service compulsory for all women in the military and,
although the poll did not raise the question, it would be safe to assume that most of those who
approved of women in combat on a voluntary basis took it for granted that gnly women gualified for

combat bv selection and training would be allowed to volunteer,




The point is that some see the ethical issue as conditional, they favor allowing women to engage in
combat, for example, only if they are qualified and volunteer; others see the ethical issue as absolute,
they favor or oppose allowing women to engage in combat, for example, regardless of whether they

volunteer, meet qualifications or make possible the survival of the nation.

Those who see the ethical issue as absolute are in the minority. At first glance the common
conservative argument that it is contrary to nature for women to engage in combat seems to be
absolute, but it is not necessarily so. Let us suppose, following the lead of Joyce Trebilco:t,6 that
there are natural differences between men and women which cause behavioral differences such that
men have a greater innate ability than women to engage in combat. Shoﬁld we select, then, as we
decide who goes into combat only men and only those men who are most talented for combat?
Obviously we should, if we believe that what we should do is what is most efficient and useful for
the society as a whole. But if this is our moral standard, then our argument is conditional and we
would be willing to use women in combat if doing that would be best for society as a whole. To be
absolutely opposed to women in combat we would have to believe that it is wrong to use them even
if women in general were better in combat than men and we would have to believe that being moral
is not the same thing as doing what is best for society as a whole, But, then, as Kant asked, how
could we avoid the possibility that moral laws are only "empty figments of the brain?" Only by
assuming, as Kant answered, that the universe is ruled by a wise and loving Being, who for reasons

we do not understand, wants us to follow moral laws which are contrary to social utility.7

Arguments against women in combat which which make this kind of appeal to the will of God are
absolute, but difficult to assess because those who hold them them differ as to how we shall
determine the will of God. Many Christians, for example, claim thét the will of God can be
determined by reading the Bible. In Judges 4:17-23, for example, we are told that it was God's will
that a woman, Jael, should kill a Canaanite general, Sisera, by driving a tent peg into his temple

with a hammer while he slept in her tent.
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In Deuteronomy 20, however, it seems clear that God wills that all soldiers should be only males who
volunteer. Some Christians prefer to look for the will of God in the New Testament, which for some
indicates that it is the will of God that no one, male or female, should engage in war at all.® Other
Christians disagree and find no conflict between the command of Jesus, in Matthew 5:43-48, that we
should love our enemies and the participation of Christians in armed conflict. Such militant
Christians generally oppose the use of women in combat by appeal to Pauline arguments, like those
in Ephesians 5:22-32, which claim that women must obey and fear their husbgnds and other male
authorities, all of whom know and follow the will of God on this issue. |

Absolute arguments favoring the use of women in combat are even more fare. Some radical lesbian
separatists, in the 1970°s, argued that women should reinstitute ancient matriarchal cultures in which
women, and only women, were the warriors.2® Such cultures were deemed to be supefior by appeal
to natural law and the natural law was not justified as morally binding in terms of its social utility

but simply because it was the ultimate law.

The majority of arguments, for and against women in combat, are conditional and may be divided
into two kinds: "utilitarian," i.e., those that appeal to what is best for the society as a whole, and
"autonomous,” i.e., those that appeal to what is best for the individuals involved. Among the
utilitarian arguments against women in combat, there are two kinds: those that claim that women are
not qualified to engage in combat and those that claim that women, even if qualified, should not be
used in combat because they are needed to perform other more important social functions which
men cannot fulfill. Arguments which claim that women in general are not gualified to engage in
combat because of physiological characteristics focus on upper body strength and menstrual cycles.
Women on the average have only 55.8% of average male upper body strength, and while there is no
evidence that women in general suffer impaired peformance due to menstruation or premenstrual
stress, the same studies show that some individual women are affected to a significant degree.}! On
the average, however, premenstrual stress notwithstanding, women commit fewer crimes and kill

themselves less often than men.?



5
Arguments which claim that women are emotionally and/or psychologically unqualified for combat
focus on small but significant differences which favor males in some spatial and all mathematical
skills and claim that women are more susceptible to stress. Differences, however, in spatial and
mathematical skills can be overcome by training and there is no evidence that women are less able

to work under conditions of environmental stress.!3

What is common to all such arguments are three claims: first, women in general possess (or fail to
possess) a certain emotional or mental trait; second, this trait (or the absence of this trait) disqualifies
them for combat and, third, this trait is not (or is) possessed by men in general. Given the truth of
these thre.e claims and a utilitarian construction of the ethical issue, it would seem to folldw that
women should not be allowed to engage in combat. This follows, however, only if one or more
unstated assumptions are true. Women in general, we know, compared to men in genergl, are more
flexible in every major body joint, can tolerate more hot and humid conditions and are bothered less

by living in crowded conditions,*

so we must ask, first, whether such traits are compensating traits,
whether they might make up for other disqualifying traits? Next, even if our answer is negative and
we accurately conclude that the disqualifying traits are preponderant, we must ask if it is possible
that such traits can be altered by either socialization and/or genetic engineering with the result that
women in general would become as well qualified for combat as men. There is strong evidence, for

example, to indicate that premenstrual stress is the result of socialization.®

If this is true, should
such a trait be altered or eliminated by resocialization? A utilitarian cannot argue that there are some
traits which should never be changed, but could raise, as a moral objection, only the argument that

16 1t is not sufficient merely to

the social costs of such an alteration would outweigh the benefits.
argue that because the primary purpose of the military is to defend society it is, \theref ore, wrong to
use it as a means for overcoming sexual or social inequality.’” What needs to be argued, instead, is
that the social cost of sexual integration in the military will exceed the long-term gains, Utilitarian
arguments, therefore, which seek to prove that women are not qualified to engage in combat must

assume either that women possess insufficient compensating traits, that their disqualifying traits

cannot be changed or that the social cost of changing them exceeds the social benefits.



The second kind of utilitarian argument against women engaging in combat contends that women,
even if qualified, should not be used in combat because they are needed more to satisfy important
social needs that cannot be satisfied by men. An old but popular example, revived recently by
George Gilder, holds that if we are interested in the continued survival of the human species, or, for
that matter, our own society, we must see to it that females of child-bearing age are prevented from
engaging in combat because, although the number of males required to maimainja human population
can be quite small, the number of females required must be larger. In any futufe war, the argument
assumes, it is quite probable that the human species, or our own society, will lose a large pefcemage
of males. We may survive such a loss of males, but could not survive a similar loss of females.’® The
soundness of this argument, of course, rests upon the unstated premise that if women are allowed
to engage in combat, their number must equal that of men in combat and the assumption that in

future wars it will be possible to isolate and protect females.®

A novel, pro-feminist example of this kind of argument is provided by Lyla Hoffman. Women, she
argues, have been socially conditioned to be cooperative, kind, nurturing and tolerant while males
by their social conditioning have been made aggressive and competitive. Militarism and patriarchy
are kept alive by maintaining such different and gender specific forms of socialization. Even though
they are not innate, the "feminine" traits are, nonetheless, the desirable human traits. To allow
women to engage in combat would lead to the obliteration of such desirable traits and would make
women aggressive and competitive while providing reinforcement for militarism and patriarchy. But
"if socialization of bg;b_ sexes stressed cpoperation, kindness, nuturance, respect for human feelings
and for human differences, patriarchy--as well as militarism~-~-would be doomed.”® Given that
Hoffman describes both militarism and patriarchy as systems which institutionalize the use of force
to allow males to control females, it is not clear how or why she thinks it possible that males would

allow the socialization of both sexes to emphasize "feminine™ values.



Curiously enough, Richard Gabriel's argument that females disturb the male bonding that is necessary

for "military unit effectiveness and cohesion"??

is a mirror image of Hoffman’s argument. According
to Gabriel, the masculine traits of competition and agression, although the results of socialization,
are necessary traits for warriors and must be protected. To integrate women into the military would
"require among the male members their complete redefinition of themselves as men."?? As General
William Barrows, former Marine Corps Commandant said, "When you get right down.to it, you have
to protect the manliness of war."*® Christine Williams, in her study of occupationg and gender traits,
notes that men fear the loss of masculinity much more than women fear the loss of femininity
because masculinity, unlike femininity, has to be earned by achievement :and can be lost by failure
to achieve.?* Even those who favor women engaging in combat are willing to concede that the
integration of females in the military would threaten the masculinity of males and disturb male
bonding. They counter Gabriel by contending that unit effectiveness and cohesion can be obtained
by some way other than male boncing. Racial integration, it is suggested, may be a useful analogy;
at first racially integrated units were less effective and cdhesive than previous all-white or all-black.

units, but in time they became just as effective and cohesive.®

Both Hoffman and Gabriel, it should be noted, are willing to admit that bbth men and women could
be altered by socialization so that the integration of women in the military could be accomplished,
but both argue that the social cost of doing so would be too great. Hoffman fears that if women
were altered to become more masculine and aggressive, this would guarantee the domination of our
society by militarism and destroy the prospects of peace in the world. Gabriel argues that the
presence of women in combat positions would alter the males, depriving them of their maculinity and
agressiveness in terms of which they presently constitute a cohesive and effective military force.
The work of Christine Williams, mentioned earlier, suggests that because males have a much greater
need than women to define and maintain gender identity by means of role and occupation Gabriel

may be more correct.?®
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Next, utilitarian arguments for allowing women to engage in combat will be considered. If women
want to engage in combat and are qualified, would it not be wrong, in the words of John Stuart Mill,
to deprive society of "the amount of fresh social power that would be acquired by giving freedom
to one-half of the whole sum of human intellect," not to mention "the benefit of the stimulus that
would be given to the intellect of men by competition"? "Mental superiority of any kind," Mill
continues, "is at present everywhere so much below the demand that the loss to the world, by refusing

to make use of one-half of the whole quantity of talent it possesses, is extremely serious."?’
7

The use of Mill's argument assumes that mental qualifications essential for military service are just
as likely to be found in women as in men and that combat duty requires iﬁtellectual skill more than
physical prowess. It is, therefore, like other utilitarian arguments already considered, conditional;
what it concludes depends upon what is considered good for society and what it is believed women

are best qualified to do in order to serve society.

Mill, if he were alive today, would not quarrel as much with our views concerning what is good for
society or what women can do for society as he would with our lack of consistency and fair play in
applving those views. We are inconsistent, he would argue, in refusing to allow women to engage in
combat because in our opinion they lack the necessary traits while at the same time we use them as

28 1t is not fair to women, he would argue, to claim that women

spies and nurses in combat zones.
do not deserve equal treatment in the military because "no woman is going to be asked to put her life
at stake as men are,"29 while we consistently refuse to give women the opportunity to put their lives

at risk in combat.

Utilitarian arguments for allowing women to engage in combat, as conditional, can be negated if the
current and factual nature of women and state of society changes. Many, therefore, who agree that
women should be allowed to engage in combat prefer to put to one side facts about women in general
and concerns about what is good for society as a whole and use autonomous arguments which appeal

to what is best for the individual.
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Sharon Bishop Hill is a good example of a radical feminist who rejects both political liberalism and
ethical utilitarianism and embraces the Kantian notion that self -determination is valuable in and of
itself -~even if it is unnatural and socially inefficient. Social efficiency, Hill argues, may well require
women to remain feminine, to bear and raise children, but to force women to do so when they desire
and are able to do otherwise is morally wrong.3® Women who are qualified and seek to do so should
be allowed to engage in combat simply because they possess as human beings a right to choose and
determine their own behavior. This right of qualified and rational human beings to determine their
A
own behavior is not held to be absolute, but is considered to be more important fhan what is natural
or socially useful because it is a necessary prerequisite for morality itself. We can be moral only to
the extent that we can freely choose to follow or violate moral rules. To follow moral rules simply
because our natural inclinations or social sanctions force us to act in agreement with such rules is not

a moral'act. The ability and right, therefore, to determine one’s own conduct is a necessaty condition

for morality.3?

As far as we know, human beings are the only agents who, as rational and free, are able td make
moral decisions. We are the beings who bring morality into the world and are, therefore, more
valuable than physical objects which, of course, have value only because we value them.3? This is
why it is morally wrong, according to Hill and other followers of Kant, to violate a woman’s right
of self -determination for the sake of military effectiveness or any other social good. To do so is to
restrict and eventually destroy the very human ability that makes morality possible and to treat a

human who has this ability like a no~deposit, no-return physical thing.

Even though Hill agrees with Mill that women should be allowed to engage in combat, her
autonomous argument clearly opposes Mill’s mode of moral reasoning. Mill favors the use of women
in combat because he believes that greater self -determination for women will lead to a better society
for all, but Hill argues tﬁat women who are qualified should be allowed to choose to engage in combat

even if it does not lead to a better society for all.
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To allow self-determination only if and when it is socially useful plays into the hands of those
utilitarians who oppose allowing women to engage in combat even if they volunteer and are qualified.
Such utilitarians, giv_en certain social conditions, might well be able to demonstra;e that the survival
of the human race requires that women shall be excluded from combat. Such an argument, however,
would be both absurd and repugnant to Hill and other Kantians; absurd because it presupposes that
human life without morality is the ultimate moral value and repugnant because in the name of
morality it asks women to sacrifice their ability and right to make moral choicé;. The only way to

make certain that such an absurd and repugnant argument will not be raised is to clearly distinguish

between morality and social utility and to firmly establish the supremacy of morality.

Here, then, we come to the moral point of no return. If to be moral means, as it does for the
utilitarians, to act so as to promote what most humans, as a matter of fact, do value, then under a
certain set of conditions women should be allowed to engage in combat and under another set they
should not. If, on the other hand, to be moral means to determine for one's own self as a rational and
free agent what ought to be done, then all who qualify and volunteer for combat service should be

allowed to engage in such service regardless of gender, social context or the views of the majority.

Manuel M. Davenport
Texas A & M University
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