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For James, who made this book possible

 



And for Philip, who makes everything possible






The American Army really is a people’s Army in the sense that it belongs to the American people who take a jealous and proprietary interest in its involvement.... In the final analysis, the American Army is not so much an arm of the Executive Branch as it is an arm of the American people.

—GENERAL FRED C. WEYAND, 
former Chief of Staff, United States Army

 



 



Current Supreme Court doctrine on military service turns the Constitution on its head. The Court has held that citizens may be conscripted into the armed forces at any time and for any purpose; yet citizens who wish to join the armed forces have no constitutional right to do so. Such an approach might make sense in an authoritarian regime; in a regime based upon popular sovereignty, it is perverse.

—AKHIL REED AMAR AND ALAN HIRSCH, 
For the People: What the Constitution 
Really Says About Your Rights







 FOREWORD

In the following pages, Erin Solaro carefully destroys, one by one, many of the long-standing shibboleths erected to exclude women from serving in combat arms. When serving as the commander of the 9th Infantry Division and of Ft. Lewis in the mid-1970s, I was asked by the Pentagon, “What are your views about placing women in combat arms units?” I responded, “Use nukes first.”

As post commander, when women arrived in Ft. Lewis in large numbers, I worried about the cost of building new barracks and modifying existing post facilities to accommodate women.

Battalion commanders asked whether women should be positioned in the front or rear ranks during four-mile runs and parades. Squad leaders asked how they should react when women cried in ranks upon being corrected for “hair not up under steel helmet.”

Meanwhile, male soldiers saw the arrival of females as a great opportunity for marriages of convenience, which would allow them separate rations and permission to live off-post.

Now, all these questions have been answered, and women are indeed serving with distinction in an Army that simply cannot function without them.

The military world is changing at a rapid rate, as Solaro points out, but as a combat infantry soldier in two wars, I simply cannot change with it. Combat is killing. And I firmly believe that women are better at giving life than taking it. Having said that, I could not be more proud of the fact that two of my granddaughters decided to serve their country as soldiers “in the line of fire.”

As for me, I would be more comfortable if the American people decided that the law excluding women from serving in combat arms should be changed, and that the draft should be reinstituted to ensure sufficient numbers of soldiers for continuing the global war on terrorism.

 



—GENERAL VOLNEY F. WARNER, 
U.S. Army, Retired 
August 2006






 INTRODUCTION


Women in the Line of Fire is about the increasing participation of American women in combat as regular troops. Some argue that women’s participation in combat is an advance for women; others that it is the end of civilization. Many, perhaps most, people hold both viewpoints to a greater or lesser degree. I believe we are at the end point of American women’s struggle for citizenship, a struggle that predates the Civil War and that is, in fact, almost as old as the Republic itself. I think we are on the threshold of the only civilization that a free people should cherish: one that men and women create and defend together, as public and private equals.

This book is also about the final changes that must be carried out in order to make this participation in the U.S. military de jure, as well as de facto. Women’s expanding role in the military is an enormous military, political, and cultural achievement, and it is happening now, in the midst of a highly questionable war. This achievement has been  wrought by hundreds of thousands of servicewomen—and -men—in the U.S. Army and, to a lesser extent, Marine Corps. What it amounts to is a fundamental change in the concept of war as a primarily male activity in which women participate only in times of utmost desperation, a notion that has carried its own political and cultural consequences. And yet, despite considerable if sporadic media attention, this achievement and its consequences remain largely out of the national consciousness.

This book examines how and why the last great barrier to women’s full equality of citizenship, equal participation in the common defense at all levels and in all ways, is ending. It is ending because the U.S. Army can no longer fight without women. And it is ending because women are fighting well.

This book does not celebrate war. I admire those who cultivate the martial virtues, and believe those virtues to be not only the common human heritage of both men and women, but part of civilization itself. But the “ground truth” of war ought never to be celebrated. David Fraser, a retired British officer and military historian whom I particularly admire, writes, “War can be a gruesome business. Its incidentals are mutilation, death and destruction, its atmosphere is one of violence and pain, its consequences are suffering and bereavement, and it generates—although not necessarily among the fighting troops—casual brutality at best, vicious cruelty at worst.”1


Nor is this book an apologia for the current war in Iraq, a war that I oppose precisely because I take certain threats, including the rise of militant Islamic fundamentalism, seriously. This war has come close to breaking the U.S. Army as a force capable of doing much beyond rotating units into and out of Iraq. The costs have been horrific. And one does not impress—or deter—one’s enemies by pouring the nation’s military and economic strength into a sand pit.

But the accomplishments of American military women since September 11, 2001, especially on the ground in Afghanistan and Iraq, must not be denigrated, ignored, or denied because of the current political context or divided support from the citizenry back home. To understand the magnitude of the U.S. Army’s accomplishment (for it is, in the end, the Army’s and the nation’s accomplishment) we have to know something of the history of the wars that preceded the current one.

The U.S. Army’s long history of systemically and systematically devaluing servicewomen began even before we became a republic. The British practice, which American colonists continued, was to allocate women to the army’s basic combat unit, the infantry regiment, to perform their work as cooks, laundresses, and nurses. Britain initially sent eight regiments, each mustering 677 men and 67 women, to put down the Revolution. George Washington’s orders permitted one woman for every fifteen men in his regiments to draw rations. No one knows how many women there were, but several thousand probably served at one time or another during the Revolution. Few of these women were prostitutes. Most were the wives and sometimes mothers of soldiers. Many did laundry and other chores and sold the soldiers everything from snuff to whiskey to clothing. Although they were noncombatants, they lived under the same brutal conditions as the men. They also understood that if the Revolution failed, they, too, could face the gallows. Since these women were not officially considered soldiers, very few of them had any right to veterans’ pensions or benefits, no matter how many lives they saved and no matter if they died of their service in the field, or of diseases, injuries, or wounds incurred in the line of duty.2


In truth, the United States did not start doing right even by its male veterans until after World War II, and until very recently, women veterans have remained unrecognized or been treated as second-class.

The devaluation of servicewomen begun in the American Revolution continued for the next two centuries. During the Civil War, thousands of women shifted between civilian and military life. Some cross-dressed to serve as regular soldiers, including line infantry. Others engaged in spying and sabotage; still others in cooking and laundering. Many thousands, black and white, worked as nurses in the military hospitals of the Union and the Confederacy. We’ll never know how many were killed or wounded or died of disease, or how many spent the rest of their lives afflicted with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or, as it was known then, “soldier’s heart.”

More than 20,000 women served as nurses in the American Expeditionary Force of World War I. Thousands more served as physicians and telephone operators, and in other support roles. They were subject to court-martial authority, although they had no rank or military status. After the war, when American military nurses finally achieved rank, it was only relative. A woman captain, for example, would always be outranked by a male captain even if her date of rank preceded his.3


World War II was the pivot: Nearly 400,000 women are estimated to have served in the U.S. military. These were huge numbers, small only in the context of the wartime mobilization of a large nation (about sixteen million men and women wore a uniform in some capacity). Though women were recognized for their contributions, the implications of their capacity for solid, hard work were ignored. The national assumption, by men and often women, was that after the war was over, women would return home from the military and the factories (where jobs were considered the rightful due of male veterans). The best these women could expect was to be considered noble aberrations who’d done a fine job on a one-time basis. And frankly, after sixteen years of suffering and stress, between the Great Depression and the Japanese  surrender, most men and women were grateful to settle in with their families and concentrate on domestic tranquility.

In 1948, as the cold war yielded up the Berlin blockade and the United States became aware of how its defenses had evaporated, Congress passed the first law allowing women to serve in regular peacetime forces. However, they could make up no more than 2% of the total force. Women officers could make up no more than 10% of the total number of women, and their promotions were capped above the pay grade of O3, or captain (there are eleven officer pay grades, from second lieutenant to five-star general). Captain in the Army, Air Force, and Marine Corps, and what the Navy calls a lieutenant, is the cutoff point for junior officers to transition into mid-career professionals. There could be any number of O3s, but promotions to O4 and O5 were very carefully managed, and generally reflected disproportionately fewer than the number of female O3s would indicate. There were no female O6s, with one statutory exception: The director of each service’s women’s branch could rise to the O6 level (Army or Air Force colonel, Navy captain), or halfway up the male hierarchy. For men, reaching O6 was not only the culmination of a twenty-plus-year career that provided professional and intellectual growth; it also provided them with a very comfortable retirement income. Women were barred from all ships except hospital ships and Navy transports, and from duty on combat missions. Women had no command authority over men. As for family, when they were allowed to marry at all, women were denied spousal benefits for their husbands unless they could prove their husbands depended on them for more than 50% of their support.4 Women could be, and usually were, discharged for marrying, getting pregnant—regardless of marital status or cause—and having abortions.

Korea provided servicewomen with additional opportunities. Approximately 120,000 women served.

But Vietnam and the post-Vietnam era proved to be the real turning point. Seven thousand servicewomen served in Vietnam,5 a drop in the bucket compared to the three million men who passed through, or the 58,000 who died there, and yet more than twice as many as the 3,250 men who went to prison for draft-related offenses, including conscientious refusal to accept induction. Thousands more women who served in Vietnam as civilians sometimes got much closer to combat than their uniformed sisters were permitted.

Though the post-Vietnam military saw the integration of women, the 1970s was a bad time all around. A confluence of forces ranging from the social and cultural to the military and political guaranteed turmoil. Coming out of Vietnam, all the military services, but the Army in particular, were exhausted and demoralized. True, the Army never lost a major battle in Vietnam. But it emerged from that war scarred in body and spirit, and the North Vietnamese victory in 1975 didn’t help. The weary and disgruntled veterans, still reeling from the racial tension of those years, were in no mood for any further experiments in social engineering.

But the Army had no choice. The draft was gone and recruiting “sucked,” to use the proper military/managerial expression. American society of the so-called Me Decade provided few incentives to serve. Those who joined during the 1970s tended to be less amenable to discipline and less willing to shed their civilian bad habits. Mixing these people in with a lot of weary veterans and a lot of good professionals whose minds were on institutional resurrection was not exactly a recipe for cohesion and tolerance.

Further, the military is the only large organization, apart from hierarchical Christianity, that cannot draw its middle management  from outside its ranks. This is a fact whose implications are not often understood by civilians. Your privates and lieutenants today will be your senior sergeants and colonels in twenty years. Inevitably, cohorts that enter the military during hard times (and this was especially true in the aftermath of Vietnam) acquire bad habits that stay with them throughout their careers. Obviously, an individual can transcend his or her personal and historical circumstances and go on to excellence; many who joined during the 1970s did. But it was not a particularly auspicious group of people. To this day, few veterans who served in the operating forces during those years care to talk about their service, or have much positive to say about it when they do.

So why did the military decide to increase the numbers of women in the aftermath of Vietnam? In a word: because of the men who weren’t there to take up the slack. The Army planned to use women, with their better education levels, test scores, and discipline, to help it transition from a conscript to a volunteer force. Some among the senior leadership may have seen it as a temporary measure, pending the (very unlikely) resumption of conscription. Others better understood the rationale and the long-term ramifications, but chose not to draw conclusions.

Two vital policies should have been implemented then by those conscientious enough to understand the forces at play. These forces would ultimately lead to great shifts in the way the military operated and defined itself.

First, in introducing women into a poorly disciplined force, they should have set and enforced stern standards regarding how those women were treated. The military chose not to, for reasons ranging from active hostility to the weak defense that “boys will be boys.” They also chose to ignore a vital truth: Problems tend to cluster in units. Outfits that tolerate sexual malfeasance usually have other defects as well. With its  institutional tolerance of sexism and institutional failure to treat sexual assault and harassment as the crimes they are, the military opened itself up to decades of assault by a feminist movement less concerned with national security than with bringing down the presumed last bastion of machismo through scandal, lawsuits, and legislation. Once the extent and intent of the assault became clear, the military’s response was, by and large, bureaucratic self-protection, gamesmanship to appease the feminists and the politicians, idiotic micromanagement of individual behavior, and the occasional sacrifice of innocent victims on the altar of political expediency. The result was the worst-case scenario of three worlds colliding in conflict. Men grew resentful and unaccepting. Women, for all the furor, did not receive equal treatment or opportunities. And the national defense suffered.

Second, even though women were being actively recruited, they were, legally and by policy, banned from going into combat, the military’s core function. But combat could not be banned from coming to women. Vietnam had shown that in an insurgency, there are no front lines and few secure rear areas. Further, war planners had long known that in any Soviet invasion of Western Europe, the entire continent would quickly become a battlefield. Still, the Army, knowing where so much crucial fighting would be, persisted in the fiction that it could keep women out of combat. In peacetime, this meant leaving them untrained and unprepared—soldiers upon whom, in a fight, their male counterparts could not depend.

In sum, it took thirty years, from Vietnam to Iraq, to achieve the almost de facto full integration of women into the U.S. military. For most of that time, the military chose to engage in a set of self-deceptions, a complex pretense shattered first by civilian feminist assault and then—and now—by the performance of military women themselves.

Those self-deceptions had terrible consequences. The young men and women who entered the military during its post-Vietnam resurrection and who served through the 1980s and 1990s can tell stories of injustices and crimes that were badly handled. But that forced, awkward, faux integration was the fault of the midlevel, now senior officers who helped resurrect the Army after Vietnam. Some of these men failed to set and enforce standards because, to put it kindly, they were pigs. Many more were noble. But among the nobler ones, most of them were simply too old, and were of a culture and a generation where men and women were reared almost entirely separately. Very few of them could imagine that the challenges they loved, the risks they accepted, and the ideals they valued might speak to women as truly as they spoke to men. As much as they loved their mothers, wives, sisters, and daughters, they simply could not imagine them as equals. How do we judge their failings against the service they rendered their nation? We can only judge them as what they were (and the living still are): good men who did great service for the country, but who were flawed and limited by their times—as are we all.

I hope they will read this book, if only as a meditation upon their own experiences, for this book does not regard the failures and limitations of other generations as a personal insult, or as a means of deriving unearned moral authority.

A new generation of military leadership is now rising, for whom the 1970s are at best a dim bad memory, and Vietnam ancient history. They’re not the senior leadership quite yet, but neither are they the young soldiers they command. Sometimes they toss small bouquets of praise to the younger generation of men and women who are doing things their elders once thought impossible, at least for men and women to do together. More often, the senior leadership just lets this battlefield  integration happen. They know that the role of women in the military, especially in the Army, has far outstripped law and custom and tradition. But in standing passively by and letting the cards of consequence fall where they may, they too are failing to consider the implications of their inaction. The existing senior leadership has not taken steps to legitimatize women’s roles as the soldiers—and in wartime this always means combat—they are proving themselves to be. In a way few civilians can understand, the increasing legitimacy of requiring servicewomen to put themselves on the line in combat makes it all the more profoundly shameful to then withhold from them the recognition they’re due. There was a time when ethnic men, Jews and blacks especially, were regarded less as combatants than as auxiliaries, if not menials. It is no less shameful to treat women this way. Furthermore, this refusal to legitimate servicewomen’s status as combatants lends support to those men who feel that women should not be in the military at all, and sometimes regard their opinion as a license to try to drive women out.

Nevertheless, I hope these men will read this book, too. For they are, in many ways, a generation between two norms, that of segregation with exceptions, and that of full equality. Perhaps this book will help them to understand their own confusions.
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This book explains the considerable unheralded accomplishments of female soldiers, which, it must be said, they could never have achieved without the quiet support of their brothers-in-arms. The U.S. Army is undergoing an extraordinary cultural change. As of 30 September 2004, women constituted 14.6% of the 413,515 enlisted soldiers and 15.3% of the 80,776 officers in the U.S. Army.6 Men and women are serving together under combat and near-combat conditions in huge numbers. Between  September 2001 and March 2006, 143,381 female soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines, and nearly 70,000 from the Regular Army, or Army National Guard and Army Reserves, had deployed to Operation Iraqi Freedom or Operation Enduring Freedom, out of a total of 1,312,221. That number will probably have risen to approximately 170,000 by the time this book is published.

Often these men and women live in very intimate proximity. That old canard, “Familiarity breeds contempt,” is proving untrue. Familiarity can also breed discovery and respect. Since the 1940s, one of Hollywood’s standard war-movie offerings has been the story of the small unit whose members (black, white, Jewish, gentile, whatever, and there’s always a guy named “Ski”) discover each other’s humanity and value. Now it’s happening between men and women. Men are appreciating women’s rightful equality and innate capability, something all the more valued as a result of the military’s confrontation with the Arab and Muslim worlds. I’ve never met a serviceman who liked the way he saw Arab women being treated. “It breaks your heart” was a comment I heard frequently in Iraq. The degraded status of those women often makes those same servicemen take a hard and critical look at the way they treat American servicewomen.

Much of this phenomenon, of course, is being driven by young men and women who have grown up in a society increasingly accepting of female equality and increasingly intolerant of fuss, by men or women, over this issue. Especially in Iraq and Afghanistan, young soldiers are making up rules as they go along, often by necessity running in advance of the military’s policies about the combat employment of women, policies set (and increasingly ignored) by their elders in the faraway Pentagon and Congress.

There has recently been scattered publicity about women in  combat: media coverage of everything from medals won to wounds received. There are books out by female soldiers, such as General Janis Karpinski’s self-serving memoir One Woman’s Army, and Kayla Williams’s Love My Rifle More Than You, described by The New York Times as a “chick-lit sensibility” on war. Like most books written during or shortly after a war, they’ll prove ephemeral.

This book, however, aims for a bit more permanence. In it, I place personal experience and academic research about servicewomen in their historical and political context.

Starting in the 1980s as an Army ROTC cadet, I grew convinced that in the event of the next war, whatever that war was, servicewomen would serve in direct ground combat. I was interested in the military implications of what it meant for women to be citizens, and for half a polity’s citizens to be women.

I discussed these thoughts at length with one of my ROTC instructors, a graduate of one of the last all-male classes at West Point. He was the sort of man who had not liked the integration of the Military Academy, but who refused to go back for a visit until he’d made peace with the idea because he didn’t think the female cadets should have to endure his attitude. But in the atmosphere of the mid-1980s, with feminism having abandoned Betty Friedan’s enduring and still vibrant contribution to American political and personal life for the dead end of sexual politics and consciousness-raising, those conversations went nowhere. It was simply the wrong historical moment. Still, the discussions we had were serious conversations between citizens. We were not arguing, but discussing serious practical and political issues from profoundly different perspectives. I would keep our mutual civility in mind as a moral imperative.

I became an officer, but served very little. In 1987, I married an  active-duty Marine captain and the following year allowed myself to be commissioned into the Army’s Individual Ready Reserve. The cold war was ending; the demand for second lieutenants was waning. After some desultory reserve duty, commissioning, and six months of training as an ordnance officer, I abandoned my Army career to become a full-time military wife. It was a profoundly wrong decision.

In 1996, as my marriage was disintegrating, I met James N. Pritzker over the Internet thanks to our shared interest in military history. The Pritzker family of Chicago is well known for its philanthropic activities, and I knew Jim was a trustee on the board of Norwich University. Still, I refused to admit how important he was. He was simply an email correspondent, a colleague-turned-friend—until an article on his family turned up on the homepage of The New York Times’ website. Jim is a classic citizen-soldier, scion of a wealthy Jewish family, who served as an enlisted paratrooper in the 1970s and later retired as a colonel in the Illinois National Guard. He’s a friend of the military who supports many activities, from undergraduate scholarships to a speakers’ series (of the Joint Chiefs of Staff) at the Heritage Foundation. When I was living in the Washington, DC, area, he encouraged me to return to graduate school via Norwich University’s online program for a master’s in military science and diplomacy.

Three very rough years later, in the winter of 1999, I was working as a secretary for the National Society of The Colonial Dames of America and absolutely desperate to find a way to get back to dealing with military issues. Belatedly, I took Pritzker’s advice and enrolled in Norwich University; he helped fund my degree. It was the sort of no-strings-attached gift he makes, as near as I can gather, quite often, and as often as possible in complete privacy. I wrote my master’s thesis on a World War II National Guard infantry regiment, the 127th Infantry,  drawn primarily from Wisconsin and Michigan, and what happened to it during the Buna campaign in New Guinea.

It was an attempt at serious military history and operational analysis. I worked from primary sources, especially the unit’s morning reports, and even interviewed a few members of the regiment. I wanted to examine the fabled connection between cohesion—the emotional bonding of soldiers in a unit—and combat effectiveness. That connection has served the military for decades as an excuse to exclude whomever it didn’t think belonged in the service. Once it was black men who “disrupted” cohesion. Later, many of the same arguments were used against women and gays. In fact, I learned what Hollywood has been telling us for ages: that the cohesion produced by social homogeneity was no match for the cohesion produced by hard training and shared perils. I also revalidated another commonsense notion: that cohesion is not the same as combat effectiveness, and indeed can undercut it. Supposedly “cohesive” units can also kill their officers, mutiny, evade combat, and surrender as groups. It was a thesis that drew some attention inside the Beltway, and also upset a lot of people beyond it. I suspect my thesis committee was among them.

As I faced my uncertain future, I was groping, first, for a way to return, even if tangentially, to a profession I had given up for marriage; and second, toward the very important conclusion that cohesion is only one factor in producing combat effectiveness. In an era obsessed with buzzwords like “asymmetric warfare,” “fourth-generation warfare,” and “maneuver warfare,” I unfashionably asserted that attrition, the accumulation of casualties over time, is a permanent factor in all combat operations, and that the wise commander will not only plan for attrition, but also attempt to use it against the enemy. As we have seen in Iraq, the  deliberate use of attrition as an operational concept is valid today.

It was a growing experience in many ways. But it was a surreal experience in others. No one wanted to hear what I had to say. Not at a Wednesday night roundtable I attended at the Fort Myers officers’ club; not on the military, academic, and feminist lists I belonged to; and especially not as the United States moved closer to war with Iraq. It wasn’t that I was a prophet without honor; it was that I had been typecast. I was a woman, a returning student, a secretary, and I had questioned one of the fundamental myths about combat effectiveness, which had profound implications for both the current war and the sexual integration of the military. I seemed to be pissing off everybody, especially my thesis board. Apparently their expectation had been that I would write a glorified book report.

They passed me. Barely. I added a note to the final copy of my thesis, protesting some of the changes they’d forced me to make. They refused to bind it unless I took the note out. I refused to take the note out. They did, however, cash the $55 check for the binding fee. Someday I may ask for a refund.

Soon enough, however, I had other things to think about. A few months after 9/11, it became clear that the Bush administration was using the slaughter in New York as an excuse to settle scores in Iraq. Rather quickly, the invasion of Iraq became a foregone conclusion, within the administration and among its neocon cheerleaders. Unfortunately, those who reached that conclusion had not the faintest idea that the real question was not “Would the Iraqis fight for Saddam?” but “What would they fight for, or against, after his deposition?” Sadly, the answer has been that a great many do not value what we value, and they have only spurned the Western-style freedom we’ve tried to impose on them. Alas, Saddam Hussein was authentically Iraqi. Prior to the  invasion, the administration and the neocons failed to listen to experts who could read maps and ledgers and a troop basis (a kind of spreadsheet telling you how many troops are in combat units, how many in support and service units, and how many in training camps). These experts were simply not in demand at the onset of the war. In fact, they, and the conclusions they would have mandated, were actively spurned. America, we were told over and over, was rich enough to do whatever it wanted. And anyway, we were also told, everybody yearns for the same basic freedoms we do.

I am, as my partner, Philip Gold, another former Marine (it’s a hard habit to break), likes to remind me, blessed with a keen grasp of the obvious. Like many people, I understood that a civil war was the likely outcome if the United States was in Iraq for any length of time. I also knew that if precedent were any guide, the military, especially the Army and Marine Corps, which still close the vast majority of their combat positions to women, would face enormous operational pressure to erode the combat exclusion rule that bars women from the infantry, armor, and artillery. For one thing, they would need the women: Male troops searching Afghan or Iraqi women would needlessly frighten and humiliate them, thus provoking their menfolk. This is, in fact, where women first started getting publicity as combat troops, although no one in the media was drawing the obvious conclusion that these women were with combat units, going into combat situations. I knew that as casualties mounted and people did not, for many reasons, enlist or reenlist, good women would be wanted, and good men wouldn’t care that they were women.

In the spring of 2004, having completed my thesis, and still desperate to be involved in a war I thought was a thoroughly bad idea, I asked Jim Pritzker to give me a grant to travel to Iraq for a month, and later to Afghanistan for another month, as a freelance writer accredited  by the Seattle Post-Intelligencer and embedded with Army and Marine combat troops, as well as with an Air Force unit. Pritzker had two reservations: one about women serving in combat, the other about helping a friend put herself in harm’s way. But he trusted me and my work and, skeptical as he was, wrote me a check with no strings attached, a wonderful decency and luxury in a world where “Here’s your check, here are your conclusions, now go do your study” is too often standard operating procedure.

I went to Iraq, and then to Afghanistan, where I was treated with great kindness and courtesy by the combat units that embedded me, and by the vast majority of support units; the few exceptions, mostly public affairs officers, I will discuss later.

I went looking for what I would find. In Iraq, I was curious about how the Army was handling casualties. In Afghanistan, I was interested in what the United States was doing to raise the standards by which Afghans treated each other. But primarily, I wanted to write a book about the changing roles of female soldiers, so I was particularly interested in what they were doing, though I was very low-key about it. I wrote one article about women in combat titled “Lionesses of Iraq,” which appeared in the 6 October 2004 issue of the Seattle Weekly. To my knowledge, it was the first significant article on female soldiers’ increasing participation in combat in the nonmilitary press. But the two series I wrote for the Post-Intelligencer, and then a final piece that contrasted my observations in Iraq and Afghanistan, were more concerned with cultural and political issues than with military operations.

I also went on those embedments to break out of my past and change my life. I knew we were in the Islamic world to stay, regardless of what happened in Iraq; and as Africa falls apart, we will probably intervene there as well.

My experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan convinced me that women are now firmly part of the American military, in all its aspects, and that it’s time to drop all remaining combat exclusion policies and procedures as a matter both of military necessity and of equality of obligation in citizenship. But I also saw how much it mattered to the Iraqi and Afghan women, especially the Afghan women I saw, that American women were in the military. And it matters to American women that they participate in the common defense of the Republic. Make no mistake. We live in a violent era, and Islamic fundamentalism is only the leading edge of the threats our nation faces.

Not everyone, of course, agrees with me. Many of the opponents of women in combat, indeed of women in uniform, have great vested interests, both personal and professional, in maintaining their opposition. Many have done so for decades; some have made careers of it. Not so long ago, they could make their case without confronting much resistance. Right up until 2001, critics of servicewomen could deride them as an experiment in social engineering, selectively gathering evidence to ignore anything that didn’t fit their preconceptions. But social engineering is what our species does, and once an experiment succeeds, it’s no longer an experiment. Women serving in the military in previously male-only jobs, it turns out, is an experiment that has proven successful in the crucible of war, amid all the predicted disasters that haven’t happened. Those who continue to oppose women’s equal status find themselves relying on past and future hypotheticals (since women “couldn’t” do Verdun or D-Day or Heartbreak Hill, they “can’t” do Ramadi or Fallujah or Tora Bora), outdated studies, faith-based arguments, and simple bigotry. Increasingly, these critics, many of them political and cultural conservatives, do to women veterans what the Left once did to Vietnam vets: deny their honor, scorn their valor, and dismiss or ignore their accomplishments.

We will not turn back on what’s been gained. These last few years, there has been on-again, off-again talk of restoring the draft. Most often, this comes from advocates of “national service” with military and nonmilitary “options.” There is an expectation that men will be drafted for the military (for which women can volunteer), while the women will be channeled into nonmilitary national service. This is a false expectation based upon a misunderstanding of the legal status of conscription and of the military. In the past, courts, including the Supreme Court, have not mandated the drafting of women because Congress deferred to the military’s judgment that women conscripts were neither necessary nor desirable. The legal system deferred to the military because, as a unique institution with unique functions and needs, the military is usually deemed the best judge of its own needs. The military can no longer make the case that women are not needed, or that the continued denial of women’s full equality under arms has any rational relationship to national security. Such arguments are now, to put it mildly, OBE. Overtaken By Events.

Sadly, however, we’re left with harsh memories of another struggle, the culture wars of the late twentieth century, which so often trumped military reality, at least in the popular imagination. Yes, to a great extent, it was the man-hating, antimilitary feminista (a word I use to distinguish them from those passionate women, the feminists of all eras who dared and bore so much to make it possible for women to live full lives as citizens and humans) who opened the doors to servicewomen, who often regarded their support as a distasteful way, at best, of gaining their rightful access. You don’t criticize the people who are helping you, even though they hate the institution and values you love. You try to sort it out later. Many have. Today you won’t find too many American servicewomen running around with NOW buttons on their body armor.

American women are serving, fighting, killing, and dying in combat at an unprecedented rate. As of March 2006, about 2% of all deaths and wounds were to women. More servicewomen died in World War II, but the rate was about 0.2% of the dead. At this point, the deployment of servicewomen into combat is the norm, not the exception, while the line between combat and noncombat has blurred into invisibility. Now the combat exclusion serves only as a divisive social distinction between men and women. Whatever the positive effects of excluding women from combat service during the early years of the All-Volunteer Force (AVF), they were probably outweighed by the negative, even then. We now know enough to say definitively that the combat exclusion is a purely social distinction that serves only to keep good women out of combat jobs, while making it harder for their male comrades to depend upon them in the combat that inevitably comes their way. The final test of female soldiers and Marines will occur when women serve in (relatively) large numbers in combat units that are formally integrated, and take sustained casualties that add up to heavy losses over time.

As for the American people, while they do not seem to be quite aware of the magnitude of the deployment of U.S. servicewomen into combat and near combat, there has been no public outcry over the deaths, wounding, or capture of servicewomen. Nor has there been any public outcry over the taking of female journalists hostage, even when they are American citizens. This may indicate indifference; more likely, it indicates an acceptance that people have yet to articulate. For like all societies everywhere, Americans have always been willing to countenance the death and suffering of women as part of the duties they owe to their husbands. (Consider those long centuries when childbed was more dangerous than the battlefield.) In stark contrast, the military service of women, even unto combat, is a natural  evolution of our lives as citizens, as individuals who owe responsibilities to our political community and who have rights that that community is obligated to uphold and enforce.

I wrote this book as an invitation to all Americans who care about their nation’s military and the women who have served, are currently serving, or will serve in it, alongside the men. That’s quite a lot of folks. But this book is also an attempt to make moral sense of this profound evolution of citizenship, and what it might mean for the nation and the planet in this violent age.
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Chapter 1

 A KNIFE UNDER MY PILLOW

The Roman god Janus, the two-faced, presides over beginnings and endings: birth and death, adolescence and marriage, sowing and harvest. God of gateways and doors, Janus also watches over the transition from barbarism to civilization, the passage between country and city, war and peace. Life and death, walls and gateways. To the Greeks, civilization began with the walling off of a polis, the creation of bounded political space. And yet, this dividing of human habitation from the land around it preceded the Greeks by millennia; in fact, it’s always been vital to human survival. With our soft skin, only two legs, and nontacti-cal teeth and nails, humans have always needed protected space. How we must have been preyed upon until we learned to build walls and defend them. Then we learned to prey upon each other. And some of the worst of this has been the predation of men upon women.

In shelters, as in civilization generally, there are rules for conduct. One of the traditional rules has been the subordination of women to  men. And whenever the issue of women’s equality is raised, you can always find someone (usually a man, surprisingly often a woman) to tell you that equality isn’t sameness. Well, none of us can be good at everything, as anyone who cooks well but can’t garden will tell you. But these people always package hierarchy as difference, and then use the word difference to mean hierarchy. They certainly don’t mean that because most men aren’t mathematical geniuses, no man should be a mathematician. They mean that male dominance and female subordination are natural differences, and equality means male dominance and female submission. In the United States, these beliefs still exist, but the people who hold them are increasingly recognized as fools (or worse) once they open their mouths. In the Muslim and African worlds, these beliefs are still prominent.

During my time in Iraq and Afghanistan, and my passages through Kuwait and Dubai, I confronted the question of whether dominance and subordination or equality is the more natural way for the two sexes to live together. Those who have opposed women’s rights have historically argued that male dominance is natural, that it takes enormous force to impose female equality; they deride the attempt to do so as a feminist social experiment. It seems important to answer the question of whether subordination or equality is more natural before turning to the military and political implications of the answer. My impressions were that equality between men and women was natural, and that it takes an enormous amount of death for inequality between men and women to be the norm. It takes great violence to impose that inequality, and it takes a profound distortion of intellect and emotion to justify women’s subordination. These were my impressions. But then, impression can be another word for experience, and there are mistakes so ridiculous that only experts can make them.
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In June 2004, I took four weeks’ leave from my job as an administrative assistant to embed with U.S. troops in Iraq as a freelance writer accredited by the Seattle Post-Intelligencer. I spent most of my time with the Army’s First Brigade Combat Team, First Infantry Division (the “Big Red One”), at Camp Junction City, near Ramadi in the Sunni Triangle, capital of Al Anbar Province and one of Iraq’s flash point cities (although Fallujah gets most of the attention). I was hosted by 2/4 Marines (Second Battalion, Fourth Marine Regiment), an infantry battalion, in Ramadi itself, at a location called Camp Hurricane Point, which is right on the Euphrates, and by Echo Company of 2/4 at the battalion’s combat outpost inside Ramadi. I passed in and out of Camp Junction City through Al Taqaddum Airbase, where I was hosted by the Marine Corps’ First Service Support Group; I flew out of Iraq from Al Taqaddum to Al Asad Airbase, and from Al Asad to the military side of Kuwait International Airport.1


For years, my daily commute was a half-hour walk to work, rain or shine, in hot weather or cold, so it didn’t much trouble me to go from the heat and humidity of a Washington, DC, summer to the dry heat of Iraq. My dry cleaner was accustomed to very nice dresses with salt stains across the backs. Even wearing body armor in 120-degree heat, I found Iraq to be comfortable, because the heat was dry. I’d sweat, and within a few seconds the gentle wind would dry me. Never having had the misfortune of being caught in a sandstorm, I found Iraq’s climate quite pleasant.

When you are at the Army post of Camp Junction City, you are met by a countryside green with crops and grazing for fattening sheep and goats when you go out on patrol. Even at midsummer, at Camp  Hurricane Point (when I was there the headquarters of 2/4 Marines, and formerly one of Saddam’s palaces, the workmanship unbearably gaudy and cheap), I could walk along the green banks of the blue Euphrates and smell the water.

But stand out in the dry wind of the lunar landscape at Al Taqaddum Airbase, and you can feel your own sweat cooling you as it evaporates. You understand the centrality of water to life, whether in the great sprawling metropolis that is Baghdad or the small villages in the countryside. Green is the sacred color of Islam, sacred because green represents vegetation: water, and thus life. As far as the eye can see, there is nothing green at Al Taqaddum, not even camel thorn. Your body is 60% water, and that water is being sucked out of you at an alarming rate. You must stay hydrated. Water, along with shelter, is life. Shelters protect from the sun and the wind, but they also have rules to keep the peace. In those shelters, which for me were moments of transition from the American and European worlds into the Islamic worlds, or from the control of one unit to another, I came face to face with those rules. And in the process of comparing them, I was able to confirm that my initial impressions were right, that men and women are naturally equal.

On my trip into Iraq from Kuwait International Airport through the U.S. Army base at Camp Doha to Al Taqaddum to Camp Blue Diamond to Camp Junction City, I had been handed from one group of armed men—everyone is armed virtually all the time—almost always Marines, to another. I was one of very few women I saw, the only civilian woman and the only unarmed person. I slept in a variety of interesting places, including in a hangar full of male Marines, my helmet for a pillow, and at the desk of another Marine while I waited for him to return. I spent a lot of time with armed male U.S. troops, usually infantrymen on patrols, talking, taking notes, and trading ideas and observations, but sometimes just the two of us behind a closed door. In all that time, no one assaulted or raped or threatened me. No one ever made advances toward me, and the one guy who unambiguously wanted to was embarrassed because he wanted to, not because he did. I did see a number of male troops watch out for their sisters-in-arms, informally and formally, just out of the knowledge that there are real predators out there. I noticed it, stored it up, and took it for granted, even though I was wary of making a mistake.

Finally, on my trip out of Iraq in early July 2004, I got a chance to think about my experiences as an unarmed civilian woman in the company of so many armed male soldiers. I had ridden into Al Taqaddum the previous night with some Army cavalry scouts from Camp Junction City. Captain Joseph Jasper, an extremely thoughtful cavalry officer who had been assigned public affairs duty after two successful company commands, drove me to their rally point and turned me over to the convoy commander. Jasper’s most recent command had been of the Brigade Reconnaissance Troop; I suspected these had been his soldiers. If so, they’d left their marks on each other, for Jasper had the gentleness I have come to expect in good combat soldiers. In their turn, each of the three soldiers the convoy commander turned me over to were funny, profane, and genuinely sweet men who also had the smooth feel of very good soldiers.

I learned the name only of the vehicle commander, a Sergeant Clark. With him were his driver and machine gunner. While we were waiting for the operations order, we heard helicopters from Blue Diamond overhead, while Ramadi’s bright lights glowed in the darkness beneath the moon and the stars.

“Why aren’t you flying out?” a staff sergeant from another vehicle asked me.

“I flew in,” I replied, “so I thought I should convoy out.”

It seemed such an obvious thing to do that I was a little surprised by his response, a soft “Hooah,” an all-purpose Army word denoting various shades of approval and respect.

We listened to the operations order, and afterward I told Sergeant Clark that, if necessary, I would take the machine gunner’s secondary weapon and use it at his direction. One thing about scouts: They’re very versatile, and casually but extremely competent soldiers. Being “squared away” in the Army sense of the phrase, they assume you are, too. If you’re not, they either help you square yourself away or send you on to where you can do no harm. In that spirit, Sergeant Clark handed me his machine gunner’s M16 on the spot. It had been a long time since I’d handled an M16, so I ran my hands over the weapon in the dark of the Humvee: trigger, fire-selector switch, magazine release; I mentally rehearsed clearing a misfed round. It was a rough ride, and for most of it the tension level in the vehicle was very high; when the scouts finally relaxed, I let Sergeant Clark know I was going to doze. I slept no more than fifteen or twenty minutes, but it helped. The scouts had changed over their internal clocks to sleep during the day so they could travel at night, but I had not.

That was the first time I really considered the implications of sleeping with a bunch of strange men I’d never seen before. Men who also trusted a woman they’d never seen before with a rifle. But I didn’t pursue these thoughts then; I wouldn’t until the next night, at Al Asad.

I didn’t know it then, as I looked around Al Taqaddum Airbase one last time, but that night and into the next morning, I would have more opportunity to think about the consequences of sleeping in proximity to strange armed men. Since Al Asad was a major transit hub into and out of Iraq, I simply expected that they would have segregated sleeping quarters. Not that I was thinking about it as I got ready to leave Al Taqaddum.

I had about one hundred pounds of gear with me, including body armor and helmet, items whose purpose was unchanged since the time of Alexander the Great’s hoplites, who wore them as they strode in triumph through Babylon on their way to conquer the rest of the Persian Empire. (Modern Iraq was once part of the Persian Empire, and if few Americans spend much time thinking about it, Iranians are proud of their history. They were Persia once, and are likely to be so again.) Two Marines picked up my purple backpack and black deployment bag and threw them into the back of the Humvee, a courtesy that never failed to embarrass me. I’d made certain I could carry all my gear in one lift, and had done it plenty of times. But it was rude to reject courtesy, so I made a point of returning it by lending a hand whenever it was needed. We drove out to the flight line and the driver turned to me and said, “This is an angel flight.”

I must have looked a question at him, for in his face I saw the answer.

We got out and rendered honors to the five flag-draped coffins as they were loaded aboard the C-130. Except for an infantryman from the First Brigade and two Medical Service Corps officers, I was the only living passenger. I would later look up the names of the dead. One was from 2/4 Marines. Their self-chosen nickname is the Magnificent Bastards, something that always made me think, whenever I heard it, Magnificent, yes, but don’t they like their parents? The battalion had incurred the highest losses in the Marine Corps to that date. They had fought the enemy very aggressively whenever they encountered them, shocking the insurgents when they moved into fire. But those Marines had also treated enemy prisoners with a mercy that they knew the insurgents would not return, and the conquered populace with dignity. All the more reason that hearing such men call themselves bastards was so jarring.

When I was with 2/4 in Ramadi, I tried to take as many of the logistics convoys between the battalion at Camp Hurricane Point and their combat outpost, which was in Ramadi itself. The convoys contained Echo and Golf companies, and these were some of my few chances to see Ramadi. I was lucky that nothing went boom on any of the convoys I rode on, but the last one slowed to a crawl, then a stop, in Ramadi’s souk to accommodate Iraqi foot traffic. Without a word between us, without any kind of indication from the Iraqis, the Marines I was riding with and I suddenly became extremely tense. It was one of those moments that happens routinely in a combat situation; it was not the tension I had experienced in the past when convoys had slowed down in the souk. It was far higher. We knew we were under hostile observation, probably by someone who regretted being unable to detonate the Iraqi fuel tanker next to us, regardless of the many Iraqis who would also have been killed.
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The next morning, the day I left Camp Hurricane Point, the very next convoy that went out to the combat outpost was hit. Seven Marines were wounded, and one of them would die of his wounds. I did not know his name, and I did not recognize his face from the photograph I would later find on the Washington Post website, but he was black—and there aren’t too many black guys in the Marine Corps, let alone in the infantry. I wondered if he was one of the two young men whose music and trash talking I’d heard one day on the other side of the plywood partition of the battalion visitors’ room. I was typing up my notes on my laptop while listening to bad, violent rap and profanity when I suddenly had to sneeze. My sneezes are rather loud, and this one was no exception; out of habit, I said, “Excuse me.” The rap was instantly turned down, followed by a few seconds of silence and then first one, and then another, abashed young male voice saying, “Bless you!”

“Thank you, gentlemen.”

There was no more rap, no more profanity. I mentioned the incident to the female Marine combat correspondent who shared the room with me that night, and she replied, “Most of the guys go out of their way not to be offensive, and those who don’t usually have the bad reputations and the nasty nicknames.”

I didn’t need to know the names of the dead men in the plane with me to know that if they were anything like the soldiers and Marines I’d lived and worked among for the past weeks, they had hoped to leave Iraq a better place than they found it. They’d had doubts about American strategy, they’d cared for Iraqi lives and dignity, and they’d loved their families and their nation. I knew that the world was a poorer place for their deaths. I wiped my eyes and blew my nose and hoped the Marines with me thought it was because of the dust.

We landed at Al Asad with the flight crew rendering honors to the dead men while their coffins were unloaded. Al Asad is actually much farther from Kuwait than Al Taqaddum, but the runways at Al Asad are longer, enabling it to handle larger aircraft. Once there, I got on the passenger manifest for a space-available flight to the military side of Kuwait International Airport, then went into transient billeting.

In the military, if you’re not with your assigned unit, you are very much an orphan. Everywhere else I’d been, I’d been shown the latrines and showers and mess hall, and then someone had always found a place for me to sleep, even if it was in her own bed while she was on duty. Not here. In the summer of 2004, except for some sleeping huts and port-a-potties, there were no facilities for troops and civilians transiting through at Al Asad. I had to fend for myself.

Al Asad offered transients only MREs (“meals ready to eat”), the military’s field ration, also known as “meals rarely eaten” and occasionally described as “three lies for the price of one.” In truth, they weren’t that bad. Certainly, no veteran of the Vietnam-era field chow, the C ration, would ever complain about MREs. (According to legend, “C rats” were some of the few items that you could leave unguarded in Vietnam and not have stolen. The early M16 rifle may have been another.) But I opted for the permanent mess hall/dining facility, strode in as though I belonged there, and dined. What could they do? Charge me the $3.50 my meal cost them? Send me back to the Army at Camp Junction City or the Marines in Ramadi? I walked out with a cup of coffee.

Transient billeting was several air-conditioned plywood huts, each divided into three bays, about ten cots to a bay. There were no doors between bays, no bays marked off for women. Pick a cot, ground your gear, try to get some sleep.

I found an empty cot between two male Marines’ cots. In the Sunni Triangle, I had gotten used to being the only unarmed civilian woman. But there, I was always working with a formed unit, and I never worried about the soldiers or Marines I was around. This collection of strangers was different. When most of the men you deal with are decent, it is all too easy to forget the small percentage of real criminals and their active and passive collaborators. Some are simply monsters. Others think that their manhood depends upon women’s subordination—that women have no place in the military except as menial service personnel (or perhaps as “comfort girls”), and that their opinions give them license to harass, even rape. I knew that many of the men and the two women in the transient hut were from units I’d been with over the past several weeks, but this was still a different situation. Every unit has its percentage of dirtbags and criminals. Every unit. In good units, they don’t dare misbehave. But free from the force field of authority and peer pressure that good officers and sergeants use to keep their troops doing the right thing, even when unsupervised, they can be a problem. Especially because strangers can’t necessarily recognize what a danger they are until too late. So I put my knife, an elegant dagger that went everywhere with me, under my pillow before starting to chat with the Marine aviator on my right.

Later that evening, as I read on my cot before turning in, I noticed that the Marine between me and the door was a very young man—a boy, really—headed for Fallujah. Unlike the rest of us, who were talking or playing cards or reading and swapping books in turn, he kept to himself, playing a handheld video game. As near as I could tell, his only interaction with the rest of us was to sneak a peek at me, look at his Maxim with its scantily clad cover girl, and then sneak another peek at me. It was a jarring sensation. I’d seen a total of three cover girl pictures and calendars—none of which anyone seemed to really look at—in my entire time with the First Brigade and 2/4 Marines. Both services had an extremely strict no-porn rule, and not just because Iraq is an Islamic country. Even in the United States, and increasingly in combat units, male officers ban porn from their areas. Porn increases the risk of sexual harassment and thus rape for women, and a lot of men object to it. Some demur on religious grounds, others because they understand that porn exploits men as well as women. Some just plain don’t like it.

I thought of a line from David Shoup, a Marine who’d won the Medal of Honor during the ferocious battle of Tarawa during World War II. Shoup hated “swagger sticks,” the “troop alignment tools” that officers once carried. One of his first acts upon becoming commandant under President John F. Kennedy was to put out a message stating, in  effect, “If you must carry a swagger stick to feel like a Marine officer, by all means do so.” If you must use porn to feel like a man . . . Since I was a civilian and the boy was bothering no one, I stifled my impulse to say something to him.

Instead, I stared back at him, then at his Maxim, then at him again, whereupon he looked away. I felt bad for him and hoped that when he got to his unit, his platoon sergeant would square him away. He looked so isolated and friendless; nevertheless, he was an armed young man with an attitude that pegged all my warning indicators. I deliberately let him see me adjust my sleeping bag and pillow, let him see me place my knife beneath my pillow where it would rest comfortably in the hollow of my neck.

This barracks, thousands of miles from home, could have been a real war zone for us women. But there were boundaries of respect and mutual regard of Americans for each other that were as effective as any real doors. Maybe more so. The stoutest door can be battered down by those inclined to breach it, just as others will respect the flimsiest screen. Those boundaries starkly delineated appropriate and inappropriate behavior, closed off the places that in some men conflate sex and violence, so that those men, like my young barracks mate, didn’t dare enter them outside his thoughts, and maybe not that often even then. Civilization means that the best of us rule the worst, both inside our heads and outside in the world we share, because of the people we want to be, to ourselves and each other and those we love, whom our behavior shames or honors.
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I didn’t sleep well that night, near the door with people coming in and out, and with aircraft, especially helicopters, taking off and landing at  all hours. The lights stayed on for what seemed like forever. At one point, a staff sergeant came in looking for people to put on a flight to Camp Blue Diamond, the First Marine Division headquarters, across the Euphrates from Ramadi. I poked my head out of my sleeping bag and asked him if he’d turn out the light. He shook his head, afraid, I think, that I might be assaulted. It couldn’t have been much past midnight, and by that time I felt his concern was excessive.

Not long after that, someone with more sense, or at least with more faith in American men, did turn out the light, and I dozed for a little while. I spent until early evening the next day, 7 July 2004, talking with people or reading on my cot until several Navy doctors came in looking for some space to hang out together for a few hours. If you weren’t in the transient hut when they called you, you missed your flight and had to wait for another.

“That your book?” one asked.

Sadly, it was. There on my cot, at nine-hundred-plus densely packed pages, was Ira Lapidus’s definitive History of Islamic Societies, so heavy that only a recovering grad student like myself would haul it around Iraq, or anywhere else for that matter. “I thought it would be a good idea to understand what I was getting myself into.”

“Journalist?”

“I call myself a military critic.” The “critic” moniker was in reference to Hanson Baldwin, a gifted defense analyst for The New York Times for many years. Even today, it’s hard to read Baldwin’s early analyses of the Vietnam War without thinking, He warned us. In this context, the self-conferred title made me sound like I knew more than I did. At least that’s what I was going for. “What do you do?”

“We’re epidemiologists. Want to talk about diarrhea?”

“I’d love to,” I laughed. “How bad a problem is it?”

“It makes a lot of people sick and miserable, but short of dysentery, which can really put people down, we’ve never had anyone tell us it stopped them from doing their jobs. It’s pretty easy to keep people healthy. There’s adequate water for drinking and bathing, and it’s not a nasty environment.”

We talked about nasty environments and disease before our conversation turned to the long war with a violent, fundamentalist Islam that the West is facing. We speculated that the United States’ war in Iraq was more than likely only the opening campaign. And like most opening campaigns, it wasn’t going very well. We talked, too, about the status of women both in the West and under Islam, and what the jihadi wanted women to be, or to remain. Our conversation was easy and natural, and I understood myself to be in an outpost of the type of civilization we should strive for, one in which men and women share their lives as equals in public and in private, and defend together as equals.

While we bantered, the surly young Marine, like us waiting for a flight he dared not miss, kept peeking at us. I think he was trying to figure out what men and women who had no sexual or social interest in each other had to say to each other. Or perhaps he did understand but found it distressing. Shortly after the Navy docs were called for their flight to Qatar, one of the Gulf states, the young Marine was called to Fallujah. I hoped he figured out that those docs, their female chief petty officer, and I had, as citizens, both our polity and the entire world in common. Hoped he’d figure it out soon, because in a very real way, that was what he was going to Fallujah to fight for.

Later that evening, I flew out to Kuwait on the same C-130 with the same flight crew and the same coffins I’d flown in on; this time it was packed with Marines coming back from Fallujah. Many of them put their rifles muzzle-down on the decking, rested their heads on the  butts and slept. I envied them and tried to get comfortable in my nylon-strap webbing seat, but gave it up when a Marine said she’d flown to Afghanistan like this and it never got better.

Worrying about Kuwait during the flight took my mind off the seats. I was much more afraid of spending a day there alone than I had been of going on combat patrols. In combat, you might be killed, you might be hurt very badly, but everyone with you runs the same risks, and no one has any intention of being taken alive. My prepatrol preparations had always included mentally rehearsing not only how to respond to contact, but a quick way out at the end, if it came to that. Now I was going back to civilization.

Or was I?

I was nervous, for reasons ranging from the political to the personal and back again. It wasn’t just that the United States has no Islamic friends in the Middle East. We have allies and then we have hookups with governments who hide their cooperation from their people and whose intentions we can only guess. Who knows what they hide from us? It isn’t even that the region is one vast slave market for foreign men, women, and children, often imported from Asia with the tacit support of governments, as the State Department’s 2005 Trafficking in Persons Report makes clear. It is the totality of how men treat women; indeed, of how everyone treats everyone else, from governmental oppression to the casual brutalities of everyday routine. There are jihadi and insurgents who promote violent behavior among their own peoples. There are men who loathe American freedom because they think it symbolizes things to come, including the ways in which their daughters and sisters will be more easily sexually degraded. (Sadly, the first thing many men in extremely repressive countries go for, once the repression is off, is Western-style pornography. The men who don’t go for it often know  well the danger it poses to their women kin and friends. While the jihadi blame the West, especially the United States, for pornography, others understand that there’s plenty of blame to go around.)

Everything being for sale, or at least for rent, in much of the Islamic world, it is assumed that Americans, too, must be for sale. Regardless of national interests and economic and military realities, we are perceived as selling ourselves to Israel, to do Israel’s bidding. We’re perceived as being for sale to Arabs whenever they find it useful to have us defend them.

But, I thought to myself, this was Kuwait. Civilization. A friendly place we’d liberated once from Saddam. Of course, we rarely mention that we did so while a very large chunk of Kuwait’s military-age male population was hanging out in the nightclubs of Cairo and elsewhere, waiting for the Americans whom they considered their hirelings to free their land. And those who stayed when they could have left, especially those who resisted the invaders, met with scorn and discrimination from those who chose to leave. After they returned from their partying, that is.

The safest and quickest way to get to my hotel, I thought, would be to cross from the military to the civilian side of Kuwait International, then call the Sheraton and ask them to send a car for me.

I had not counted upon the bureaucratic mentality that insisted that I get from the military side to the civilian side via Camp Doha, for no reason I could determine other than That’s The Way We Do It. Over my protests—I did not dare wander about the flight line alone—I was loaded onto a bus with the Marines I had flown in with and driven to Camp Doha. We got on the bus at 10 PM and waited for “shooters,” or armed U.S. troops in civilian clothes who would provide security, before we left on the half-hour drive. And waited and waited. The Marines,  whom I’ve always suspected are only happy when they’re grumbling, were grumbling unhappily. If it was shooters they wanted, they had plenty of ammo; all they had to do was open the windows and port their weapons. We waited until 11:30 PM, when the shooters arrived, before departing for Camp Doha. Once there, at midnight, I learned that a shuttle bus would be available to take me back to the airport at 2 AM. A former Special Forces soldier, now a Department of Defense civilian who worked with contractors, and was thus used to people incoherent with fatigue, lent me his cell phone so I could call my hotel, then fed and watered me. The shuttle bus showed up at 2:15 AM and we sat for another hour and a quarter waiting for the shooter, a female soldier in civilian clothes, to show up. We finally made it back to the Kuwait airport at 4 AM on 8 July. Six hours to get back to where I’d started.

One of the public affairs officers I dealt with, Captain Randall Baucom, told me, “There are many reasons why we, the military, are so diligent with our force protection, and very few of those reasons are based on the actual threats facing our troops. We tend to be overcautious and [err] on the side of safety. Additionally, it keeps our soldiers in the proper mindset as they travel to and from Iraq.”2


Possible translation: We just do this for fun.


Possible response: Sure hope to run into you again someday.


All militaries are bureaucracies. Bureaucrats and service members, despite the fact that they wear the same uniform, wage ceaseless war on each other. Regardless of what their actual positions are, the bureaucrats are concerned with procedures; soldiers and sailors and Marines and airmen, with the enemy. Certainly, the diminutive female shooter who’d protected our bus proved herself a bureaucrat rather than a soldier. Back at Kuwait International, I told her I wanted to go back inside the airport and go to the Sheraton’s reception kiosk so they could  call their vehicle for me, but she flagged down a taxi instead. Too tired to object, I obediently loaded my gear into the trunk while the Kuwaiti driver, a small, slim man with no muscle tone, went to great lengths to avoid touching me. I would quickly find our great disparity in strength to be of little comfort.

As soon as I was in the backseat, I knew that I had made a potentially serious mistake, one that could quite literally cost me my head. My body armor and knife were in the trunk. My only weapon was a heavy wooden hair stick, crowned with malachite, which I wore to pin my long hair up into a bun. I bought it after 9/11 because it was heavy enough to use as a weapon and innocuous enough to pass through every airport screening without even a glance of suspicion. But it was still a hair stick. Who brings a knife to a gunfight? Or a hair stick? Still, even though wooden weapons went out with the Stone Age, it was all I had. I sat rigid in the backseat, paying very close attention to the Arabic/English road signs. I knew the general direction of my hotel, and I contemplated climbing over the front seat to be in better control of my situation should anything unexpected arise.

I found myself planning to take control of the vehicle were my taxi driver to make a sudden move, such as veering off the road or joining a convoy of jihadi terrorists. Overpowering him would be easy, but I didn’t think I could control him and drive at the same time. I could reach across him quickly, open the door, and kick him out of the vehicle; there were no seat or shoulder belts in the cab. I could drive my hair stick up underneath his chin and then kick him out the door; that would be much better. Then the car would be mine—a heavy, gassed-up battering ram. At worst, I would make an escape attempt and die in the car as I made my getaway. I knew exactly what my body would look like. The insurgents had taken to incorporating gasoline into their roadside bombs so  they could have the pleasure of watching Americans burn to death. I’d seen the photos. But it would be a lot less painful and humiliating than anything the driver, or the vast conspiracy that might soon encircle me, would have in mind.

OEBPS/erin_9780786747948_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/erin_9780786747948_oeb_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/erin_9780786747948_oeb_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 









OEBPS/erin_9780786747948_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/erin_9780786747948_oeb_001_r1.jpg
WOMEN

IN THE

LINE or

FIRE
@

What You Should Know
About Women in
the Military

ERIN
SOLARO

9

SEAL PRESS





OEBPS/erin_9780786747948_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
ofFire

What' You Should Know
About Women in
the Military

VOLNEY F. WARNER.
US. ARMY, .RETIRED

ERIN
SOLARO





