Women Fighters and the “Beautiful Soul” Narrative

By Laura Sjoberg

One of the great stories in the history of modern warfare is that of Jeanne d’Arc. With the French on the verge of losing the Hundred Years’ War and Henry VI of England claiming rights to the French throne, teenage Jeanne, inspired by the voices of saints, cut her hair, dressed in a man’s uniform, and took up arms for the French cause. After convincing the French leadership of her calling, Jeanne passed the necessary examinations, and was given troops to command and a military rank as captain. Jeanne d’Arc led the French to their first victories over the British in memory. Particularly, her victory at the battle of Orleans in May of 1429 is widely considered miraculous, and credited with the French’s ability to crown Charles VII king of France that summer. At the coronation, Jeanne was given a place of honor next to the king, and ennobled for her services.  The next year, however, she was captured in battle, and turned over to an ecclesiastical court, which tried her for heresy and witchcraft.  Much of her fourteen-month trial centered around her choice of men’s clothes over women’s clothes, with her adversaries claiming that it was a crime against God for a woman to wear men’s clothes. Jeanne was convicted, and burned at the stake May 30, 1431 – shy of her 20th birthday. In 1456, a posthumous retrial determined that she was innocent of all charges, and she named to sainthood in 1920 by Pope Benedict XV. 

Part of Jeanne d’Arc’s story is the story of a young, courageous, divinely-inspired commander who played a crucial role in saving France from British takeover, and fell too early to the politics of religion and social control. Part of her story is the story of the quick shifts in political loyalty in 15-century France, which was devastated by disunity, religious disharmony, the plague, and the Hundred Years’ War.  But Jeanne d’Arc’s story cannot be told or understood without reference to the fact that she was a young, courageous, divinely inspired woman commander, and a woman victim of the chaos in France at the time.  Both her physical womanhood and gender-based expectations of Jeanne d’Arc’s behavior are prominent features even in a short retelling of the story of her life. Because she was a woman, Jeanne d’Arc had to dress in men’s clothes, and pretend to be something she was not, in order to join the military and command troops, regardless of her prowess at doing so. Because she was a woman, many French people, much like the ones who tried and ultimately killed her, believed that Jeanne was doing something unnatural and even sacreligious dressing “as a man.” Because she was a woman, Jeanne d’Arc was expected to dress as a woman and act like a woman, which excluded being a soldier.  And because she was a woman, Jeanne d’Arc’s refusal to “act like a woman” served as evidence of heresy at her trial. 

It is tempting to discard Jeanne d’Arc’s story for a number of reasons. After all, some say, she was an anomaly, as a female fighter, right? And even though it is clear that perceptions about her sex and expectations based on her gender played a large role in Jeanne d’Arc’s life and eventually her death, many people chalk that up to the prejudices of 15th century Europe, pointing to substantial evidence that “things like that” do not happen in the “civilized” world any more.  What those people do not see, and what this book is written to show, is that the centrality of gender-based expectations of women who participate in wars has not disappeared with women’s increasing visibility in those conflicts. After all, as we will see later in this book, Jeanne d’Arc was far from the only woman who had to dress like a man to be accepted into military service – such stories can be found in many modern European wars, as well as in the American Civil War, and the First and Second World War and in contemporary conflicts.  Women’s gender remains a crucial factor in their participation in militaries around the world. 

This article explores women’s presence in military forces around the world, looking both at women’s service as soldiers and at the gendered dimensions of their soldiering particularly, and soldiering generally.  It begins with an overview of the use of the “beautiful soul narrative” to describe women’s relationship with war throughout history, describing which women’s innocence of and abstention from war. It then points out that this stereotypical narrative often contrasted with women’s actual experiences as soldiers and fighters throughout the history of warfare. It then discusses women’s contemporary involvement in the making and fighting of wars, relating those experiences to gender-based expectations of women’s behavior (particularly the “beautiful soul” narrative) and the gendered nature of warfare. It concludes with some insights, looking forward, for women’s participation in military conflict. 

Women and Wars in Historical Perspective


Feminist scholars have consistently argued that traditional narratives about the ways that politics works are both implicitly and explicitly gendered: they exclude women and values understood to be stereotypically “feminine.” Nancy Huston (1983) first applied this observation to war and security discourses. She argued that a victorious story that people believe about a war is essential to legitimate that war and inspire people to fight in it, pay for it, and suffer for it.  The plot includes the hero fighting the enemy in order to gain something important or meaningful, and winning despite long odds and extreme hardship. As Huston explained, “it is no accident that whereas there are reams and reams of ‘heroic’ verse, there is no such thing as ‘enemic’ verse: in a war narrative, it is rare that anyone refers to himself as the enemy” (1983: 273). 


Jean Elshtain then identified the victorious story that states tell about wars as one about just warriors and beautiful souls. The protagonist in the narrative is the just warrior, who is a hero because he protects (his) (innocent) women and children from the evils of the enemy. He sacrifices his time, his body, his fear, and even his life for the good of life back home.  As Elshtain explained, just warriors go to war not to kill but to die for the cause (1991: 395). This story equates women with the cause men die for – the life back home.  Women are at once the object of the fighting and the just purpose of the war. They are “beautiful souls” who are (incorrectly) pacifists because they are naïve about the nature of war.  The just warrior fights to protect the beautiful soul’s innocence and the quality of her life.  War is therefore necessary because the world would be unthinkable without innocent women. Women’s consent to those wars is not only irrelevant but actually undesirable; it would corrupt their innocence.  


The “beautiful soul” narrative, then, sets women up as the prizes of most wars – fragile, removed from reality, and in need of the protection provided by men (Hegel, 1977: 299; Elshtain, 1987; 1992a). The same war stories also emphasize women’s mothering, where women’s identities are crucially tied to “bearing and rearing children on the homefront,” (Peterson and Runyan, 1999: 116). Beautiful souls mother soldiers, at home and on the battlefield.  They provide love and nurture, and at once serve as a support for the logistical and moral fighting for the war and as a symbol of the good and pure that requires the evil of fighting to save it.  In this understanding of women’s relationships with war, there is no room for women fighting wars – they are at once fought over in war and protected from it.
Scholars have pointed out that the beautiful soul narrative has played a substantial role in a number of international conflicts throughout history. Chivalric narratives are woven throughout many war histories. The Trojan War was fought in part over the beautiful Helen.  In Thucydides’ famed account of the Peloponnesian War, the Melians’ punishment for weakness is that the men are killed, while the women and children (the spoils of war) are taken as slaves.  Machiavelli, in a chapter called “How a State is Ruined Because of Women” argues that the temptation of women as prizes can cause conflict (Goldstein 2001: 55). Elshtain recognized the beautiful soul in the United States’ post-World War I debates about women’s suffrage, where anti-suffragists argued that women’s participation in decisions to make war would corrupt the purity of femininity (1987: 6, 140). She also pointed out that the image of women as belonging to a sphere of peace was even prevalent in World War II, where “beneath her overalls, Rosie [the Riveter] was still ‘wearing her apron’ in the expectation that demobilization would restore the status quo ante” (Elshtain, 1987: 7). Elshtain was, even initially, quite clear that the beautiful soul narrative extended past the two world wars.  She explained that: 
It would be unwise to assume that the combined effects of Vietnam, feminism, and the involvement of over 50 percent of adult American women in the labor force … undercut received webs of social meaning as these revolve around men, women, and war (Elshtain, 1987: 7)

Indeed, feminist scholars have identified elements of the beautiful soul narrative in other, more recent wars. Cynthia Enloe pointed out that, “if there is an image that defines television’s coverage of the [first] Gulf Crisis, it’s a disheveled white woman coming off a Boeing 747, an exhausted baby on her shoulder” (Enloe, 1993: 166). My own work identifies the use of the beautiful soul narrative to describe women in both the First Gulf War and the United Nations Security Council economic sanctions regime against Iraq in the 1990s (Sjoberg, 2006a: 198). Spike Peterson and Anne Sisson Runyan (1999: 126) identify stereotypical images of women as passive and protected as complicit in genocide and genocidal rape in the former Yugoslavia. Across these different times and cultural contexts, there are variations in the specific characteristics of the beautiful soul who is the subject of wars’ justificatory stories.  Still, from these past empirical studies, it is possible to identify unifying characteristics of the use of the beautiful soul narrative. 

The beautiful soul narrative can be recognized, first and foremost, by its emphasis on women’s difference from men; specifically, on women’s innocence and peacefulness. Related to this differentiation between characteristics traditionally associated with femininity and characteristics traditionally associated with masculinity, the beautiful soul narrative can also be identified by the separation of a private sphere (where women are and naturally belong) and the sphere of war-making and war-fighting (where something has gone terribly wrong if women are included).  Third, the beautiful soul narrative uses women’s femininity as a justification for war and/or a reason to fight for peace. These three characteristics together can be used to find and analyze the beautiful soul narrative in accounts of women’s roles in wars, from ancient times to present day. 

Were Women “Beautiful Souls?”
 


Even as the beautiful soul narrative has dominates most accounts of women’s relationships with the enterprise of war, women have been (usually under the radar) soldiers, support personnel, and fighters in war throughout history. While there is hardly space for a comprehensive history of women’s involvement in warfare, substantial evidence exists that women have been a part of many major conflicts where their roles have usually gone unnoticed. 
Women have been involved as soldiers and fighters in most of the world’s major conflicts, and, as the Jeanne d’Arc story that starts this article chronicles, this is not a uniquely modern phenomena.  In addition to well-known stories about women’s participation in conflict (like the stories of the Amazons in Greek mythology, there is evidence that women participated in and/or led many ancient conquests, including many of the battles of the Shang Dynasty, the biblical campaign and Qedesh, several battles for the British thrown, the defense of Argos, the battle of Scythia, the (alleged) third-century-BC Japanese invasion of Korea, the siege of Lacedaemon, the Peloponnesian War, the Battle of Raphia, several struggles for control of the Roman Empire, and  in battles to eject the Chinese from Vietnam in the first century AD. 

In the Middle Ages, Saint Genevive is credited with averting Attilla from Paris in the 5th century AD.  Priestess Hind al-Hunnud led her people in a battle against Muhammed. Muhammed’s widow led his troops in the Battle of the Camel. In the 7th century, a woman named Kahina is credited with leading the Berber resistance against the Umayyad conquest of North Africa. Also in that century, Saxon women are credited with battling Charlemange in large numbers.  Many tales tell of Viking women’s fierceness in battle. A woman named Akkadevi, an Indian princess, led a siege in the battle at Gokage. Isabel of Conches, a Norman, rode armed as a night in the 11th century. Female Chinese general Liangyu played a large role in the Song defeat of the Jin in the 12th century. In the 13th century, Indian queen Rani Rudrama Devi led her troops into battle, and was ultimately killed fighting. Queen Margaret of Anjou commanded troops successfully in the War of the Roses. 

These stories of women’s participation in warfare only become more common in modern times, as substantial participation by women fighters in the American Revolution  (Ellet 1856), the American Civil War (Blanton and Cook 2002), the Mexican Revolution (Linhard 2005), World War I (Jensen 2008), the Russian Civil War (Lincoln 1999), the Spanish Civil War (Linhard 2005), World War II (Yellin 2004), the Korean War (Brune 1996), the Vietnam War (Stiehm 1989), the Afghan Civil War (Rostemi-Povey 2007), the Iran-Iraq War (Moghadam 2003), the Rwandan genocide (Sjoberg and Gentry 2007), the civil war in Sierra Leone (MacKenzie 2009), and many others. 

Women’s consistent (and increasing) service to militaries not only in supporting but combat capacity stands in stark contrast to the dominant narrative of women as innocent of and protected from men’s wars. Still, even when women’s fighting is recognized, very often it is recognized as women’s fighting instead of as fighting the same wars in the same ways as men. Women’s agency in their soldiering is often doubted, and women’s violence is associated with flaws in their femininity, maternity, physiology, or sexuality (Sjoberg and Gentry 2007; Sjoberg and Gentry 2008). Still, even accounts that blame women’s soldiering on flaws in their femininity maintain crucial elements of the traditional, inherited “beautiful soul” narrative, proving that however involved women get in conflicts, they remain, to some degree, understood as the innocent outsiders in the making and fighting of wars. Two examples from contemporary warfare, of women soldiers in the “war on terror” and of women terrorists in the last decade, betray the remnants of the “beautiful soul” narrative in the reception of women warriors. 
Women Soldiers, the “War on Terror” and the Beautiful Soul Narrative
Far from being relegated to history as women’s fighting becomes more commonplace, the “beautiful soul” narrative can be found in stories about women soldiers fighting “against terror” in the “war on terror” (Brittain, 2006: 73). As Melisa Brittain explains:
Images of white female US and UK soldiers deployed in Iraq were used in the first months of the 2003 invasion as icons of female liberation to illustrate the supposed benevolence, moral superiority, and progressiveness of the west. However, at the same time that white female soldiers were held up as models of female emancipation and western benevolence, they were also presented as helpless and vulnerable in the face to the perceived threat of sexual violence on the part of Arab Men. (Brittain, 2006: 73)

When, in fact, the largest threat of sexual violence to women soldiers in Iraq came from male soldiers in their own units (Jeffreys, 2007: 19), the risk of rape by Iraqi men (though not a single instance has yet been confirmed by a female victim) was emphasized in news media and military reports about the welfare of women soldiers in Iraq (Sjoberg, 2007: 89).


The most well-known individual story occurred early in the war, with the capture and subsequent “rescue” of Private Jessica Lynch. Jessica Lynch is widely thought of as the first woman prisoner of war in the United States’ invasion of Iraq.
  She was, at the time, a nineteen year old white woman from West Virginia, serving in a combat support unit which had been in an automobile accident in the Iraqi desert.  Her humvee was attacked by Iraqi troops, and several of the members of her unit were taken prisoner and/or killed.
 Lynch was taken prisoner by the Iraqi troops, and held for eleven days.  The initial reports about what was happening to her described her as a potential victim of torture and rape at the hands of hypermasculine Iraqi soldiers. 


In military and media reports, Lynch was characterized as brave beyond her femininity but nevertheless limited by it, needing an elaborate, public rescue (Sjoberg, 2007: 90). Saving Private Lynch was discussed both in public discourse and official military discourse in terms of the fear that her Iraqi captors would sexually violate her.  As Brittain notes, “most reports of Lynch’s ordeal note that she is a small-town girl from West Virginia, and that her only opportunity to get a college education was to join the army” (2006: 83). Because Lynch was characterized as naïve and innocent, “the drama of Lynch’s capture was dwarfed only by the drama of her rescue” which emphasized the violence that men had to perform in order to save their women (Sjoberg, 2006: 193).


The theme of female soldiers’ vulnerability reaches beyond stories about Jessica Lynch.  A number of news reports imply or explicitly argue that there are unique risks for women soldiers who require unique protection.  Hal Bernton, in the Seattle Times, laments that it is more difficult to protect women soldiers “in the unruly realm of central Iraq,” but, “in this war, as in those that came before, the army seeks to keep female soldiers away from the front line” (2004: A8). Nicholas Kristof reported on “the most astoundingly modern weapon in the western arsenal” whose “name was Claire, and she had a machine gun in her arms and a flower in her helmet” (2003: 18). The fate of women soldiers (upwards of 40% of whom are married to male soldiers) is often discussed in terms of what happens to their children if a mother dies in combat, implying that the loss of a mother is more serious to children than the loss of a father (Gibbs, 2003). 


Jessica Lynch at first sight looks like a woman who is being held equal to (and even above) men.  She and other female soldiers, after all, are being allowed to occupy jobs in the United States military previously reserved for men, and are being given protection from combat and from their fellow soldiers as they do so.  Still, gender-stereotypical images of these women run through media, military, and academic accounts of their service. Even though they are soldiers, women who fight “against terror” in the “war on terror” for the United States are often characterized as innocent, in need of protection, and in need of rescue.  

The first element of the beautiful soul narrative – that women are more peaceful than men – is evident in stories of Lynch and other female soldiers in the war on terror.  Lynch was constantly characterized as a “girl,” who had joined the army to see the world and to fulfill her goal of becoming a kindergarten teacher (Brittain, 2006: 81). In describing Private Lynndie England, General Janis Karpinski (2006) characterized her as young, weak, and naïve, implying that she was vulnerable rather than violent in her participation in the prisoner abuse in Iraq.  As Hal Bernton described above, women are allowed into the United States military,
 but “protected” from the front lines because of their vulnerability. Other women soldiers are often considered persons in need of protection rather than protectors, “beautiful soul[s] who could not escape the mold, even with a gun and a uniform” (Sjoberg, 2007: 86).


In the stories about American women soldiers in Iraq, there is also a private sphere that they belong to separate from the sphere of war-making and war-fighting. Reports about Jessica Lynch emphasized her (apolitical, non-violent, and traditionally feminine) reasons for joining the military, including the desire to see the world and the hope to become a kindergarten teacher.  Sabrina Harmon, one of the women accused of prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib, has been described frequently in terms of her attraction to family units in Iraq, and her proclivity to help Iraqi women stock their refrigerators and cook in their kitchens (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 71). Many stories (e.g., Gibbs, 2006) about the deployed female fighting force emphasize the home(front) that they left behind, expressing concern about their children’s well-being in their absence, and, much like the stories of World War II that Jean Elshtain (1987: 6) described, implying that, when the war was over, they would be able to go back to the status quo ante of being mothers first, and soldiers second if at all. Women soldiers’ motivations are kept out of the political or war sphere in these stories, and, when women are recognized as in that sphere, their presence is described as temporary and undesirable.


The third element of the beautiful soul narrative is that women are used as a casus belli – a reason to fight in the wwar. Melisa Brittain observes that the Jessica Lynch story was “designed to increase support for the invasion of Iraq and validate the continued presence of US and UK forces” (2006: 81). At the time that Lynch was captured, the Coalition forces had taken over Baghdad, and there was a real question in the media whether the war was over, and a withdrawal was called for (see, e.g., Shadid, 2003). When Lynch was captured, however, attention turned to questions about and news of her potential rescue – because war is about protecting innocent women, and an innocent woman was a POW (Sjoberg, 2006a). Jessica  Lynch’s rescue “involved almost a dozen helicopters and several hundred soldiers” in order to save her “from a horrible death” in a hospital that contained only Lynch and the medical staff caring for her (Ferguson, 2003; Sjoberg, 2006a). Fighting for Lynch, rather than seeing her as a fighter, was key to stories about her – an indicator that, despite fighting in the war and being captured as a prisoner, Lynch remained, in public discourse, a beautiful soul, along with her fellow female soldiers.

Women Terrorists and the Beautiful Soul Narrative


Women who call themselves shakhidki constitute a majority of the Chechen suicide bombers in the ongoing conflict between Russia and Chechnya (Speckhard and Akhemdova, 2006: 63). The women suicide bombers are known more commonly by the name given them by the Russian government, the “Black Widows” (Walsh, 2005: 6). Though these women are not only involved with but often leaders of a conflict, they are characterized in political, media, and academic discourses as helpless, weak, and innocent – descriptions which eerily echo the beautiful soul narrative.


For example, one account explains that “when a Chechen woman’s husband is killed, she can’t marry again … she has to put on a black mourning dress for the rest of her life. But by dying, she gets closer to her beloved. That’s why the women were so scary. They had no reason to live” (McDonald 2003, A4). Another characterization of one of the women who held hostages at the Moscow Theatre in 2002 seems to ignore her participation in violence and focus on her femininity.  The woman is described as “very normal,” courteous, and as someone who would “ask people about their children” and “always say, ‘everything will be fine. It will finish peacefully” (Groskop 2004a). The maternal element of the women terrorists’ motivations is also emphasized in many accounts, which portray the women as avenging the deaths of their husbands or (especially) their sons (Speckhard and Akhmedova, 2006: 67). 

Another element in discussions of the “Black Widows” is that they often portray the women suicide bombers as incapable of making their own choices to participate in terrorism and war. Groskop describes the “Black Widows” as “pawns in a man’s game,’ denying that they have any agency in their choice to fight in the war.  Most stories describe the shakhidki as raped, drugged, or blackmailed intro suicide missions (Groskop, 2004a; Walsh, 2005: 6; Myers, 2003: 2; Conley 2004: 340).
 Other narratives are careful to distinguish real or normal women (see Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 31) from women who participate in terror, who are “fanatical,” (Bruce, 2004: 4), “warped,” “mad beasts” (Matthews, 2004: 8).

The Russian government has (effectively) used the purported victimization of Chechen women suicide terrorists to its political advantage in the conflict. During the first war for Chechen independence, “Russian and Chechen women together vocalized objections to the fighting, vilifying the military and pointing out that the most frequent victims of the conflict were simple soldiers and innocent civilians” (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 115; Eremitcheva and Zdravomyslova, 2001: 232). The Russian government, however, has been able to break up this alliance effectively by portraying the Chechens as monsters for drugging and selling (their) women into suicide terrorism (Eichler 2006; Baker 2004). Partly as a result of these characterizations, Russian popular support for the second conflict in Chechnya has been substantially higher.  

In the Middle East, very different women in very different conflicts find themselves portrayed in very similar ways.  Women make up around seven percent of Palestinian suicide bombers, and less than one percent of suicide bombers in Iraq (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 113; tkb.org 2007).  Women in the Palestinian resistance movement are often characterized as manipulated either by family members or family tragedy to join the movement (Peteet, 1991: 119; Cunningham, 2003: 184).  As Mia Bloom observed, female suicide bombers in Palestine are often “portrayed as the chaste wives and mothers of the revolution (2005: 56). She explains that Wafa Idris (the first Palestinian woman suicide bomber) was characterized in one newspaper as a “bride of heaven,” while another described her bombing in terms of the Virgin Mary, “from Mary’s womb issued a Child who eliminated oppression, while the body of Wafa became shrapnel that eliminated despair and aroused hope” (Bloom, 2005: 56-57).

Middle Eastern women’s dependence on men has also been a theme of discussions about their motivations for committing suicide terrorism.  Divorce (Victor, 2003: 41), loss of family members (Rubin, 2002: 16), adultery (Brunner, 2005: 34), motherhood (Toles-Parkin, 2004; Farrell, 2006) have all been popular explanations for women’s participation in suicide terrorism in Palestine and Iraq. In fact, “the language of domesticity and motherhood are particularly strong regarding Palestinian and Al Qaeda female suicide terrorists” (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 125). 

Stories about women who commit suicide terrorism in the Middle East also deny women’s agency in their violent actions and separate violent women from real or normal women. The women have been characterized as “twisted, horrible women” (Sauer and Osman, 2005: 1) who let down their families by engaging in actual violence rather than supporting the violence of their men (Farrell, 2006). They are told as monstrous, warped, and having lost their connection to normal or real women and femininity (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2008).  

That women engage in self-martyrdom has been a rallying cry in each conflict, especially in the Israel-Palestinian case.  For example, opponents of the Palestinian cause have published statements like: “what kind of men use women to hide behind?,” the “use” of women bombers is “the latest indication that the enemy is ruthless, even barbaric,” and “almost certainly, the Palestinian terrorist organizations will continue to take advantage of the innocent appearance of women to carry out terrorist attacks,” proving there are no limits to the Palestinians’ tactics.
  On the other hand, from the Palestinian side of the conflict, the fact that innocent women need to participate in suicide terrorism shows just how hopeless and unjust the situation of Palestinians is (McGirk, 2007). 

One would expect that stories of women suicide bombers would be the last place that the beautiful soul narrative could be found. After all, women suicide bombers appear to be the opposite of the peaceful, innocent, and withdrawn women that the beautiful soul narrative centers around – they are the threat from which “innocent” civilians need protection, rather than the people in need of protection (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 2).  Still, despite the participation of these women in a particularly brutal sort of conflict, all three elements of the beautiful soul narrative can be detected in media and academic depictions of their behavior.  First, the stories of women suicide bombers emphasize women’s peacefulness in a number of ways: by distinguishing violent women from normal women, by denying women’s agency in their violence, by emphasizing the importance of mothering by female suicide bombers, and by (in the Chechen case) the characterization of even willing female terrorists as more peaceful and humane than men. 

Second, we can see the separation of the private sphere (where women belong) and the sphere of war in several facets of these stories. Many stories isolate the private sphere (husbands, children, and/or personal honor) as women’s motivation to self-martyr, rather than any actual involvement in the sphere of war and/or the politics of the conflict. These characterizations are often accompanied by the strong implication that there is a clear separation between crazy women (who would martyr themselves) and real or normal women (who remain pure beautiful souls).  In addition, stories that support women suicide bombers often mourn that the conflict has gotten so bad that women must leave the private sphere in order to participate in the conflict, implying (as Elshtain pointed out above) that the just result of the conflict would allow women to return to their peaceful, innocent, and naïve lives at home. Finally, many stories that oppose women’s self-martyrdom frame the “use” of a woman as a suicide bomber is of particular horror because women’s proper role remains in the private sphere.

The third element of the beautiful soul narrative is the appropriation of beautiful souls as a reason to fight in the conflict. As noted above, the Russian government uses the alleged use and abuse of Chechen women suicide bombers as a call to arms. Similarly, those on the Israeli side of the conflict with Palestinians often measure the barbarity of their enemy by what they “do to” (their) women in terms of allowing (and allegedly forcing) them to participate in suicide terrorism.  Despite their (as the empirical evidence suggests, often willing) decision to explode themselves in an effort to kill others, women suicide bombers are often portrayed in a similar light to the beautiful souls that Elshtain and even Hegel identify from tens or even hundreds of years ago – as innocent, naïve, fragile, at home in the private sphere, and worth fighting to defend. 

Women Soldiers in the 21st Century


As women become more integrated into state militaries and non-state fighting forces, significant barriers to their “equal” participation remain.  As I have mentioned before, women do not join military organizations that have suddenly become gender-neutral responding to their presence (Sjoberg 2007). Instead, women join military groups with decades, and maybe even hundreds of years, history as masculinized organizations guided by men and values associated with masculinity. Throughout history, women participating in wars have had to hide their femininity by dressing like men, meet the physical standards of manliness along with the social standards of femininity, and deal with other double standards and stereotypical understandings of women’s capacities and “proper place.” 


Feminist theorists have repeatedly identified the beautiful soul narrative as a fundamental part of discourses justifying the making and fighting of wars (Elshtain, 1992a: 43). 

Though feminist scholars had identified the beautiful soul narrative as present in most if not all modern conflicts (Sjoberg, 2006b: 891), it has been suggested that the changing nature of warfare, along with women’s increasing participation in international conflicts, would be likely to diminish the prevalence of the beautiful soul narrative, particularly as women have been fighting in state militaries and non-state revolutionary and terrorist forces in increasing numbers (Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007: 3). It seems logical, then, that narratives of just citizen-warriors defending passive beautiful souls would dissipate in the wake of the disappearance of state-centric wars and the active roles that women are playing in contemporary warfare.


This article, however, has demonstrated that many uses of the beautiful soul narrative to describe women who commit military or terrorist violence skew or ignore observable patterns in women’s behavior. Women who engage in violence, are politically active, and frequent the public sphere are described in terms that frame them as innocent, withdrawn, peaceful, apolitical, and without agency in their choices.  


The consistency of this narrative even as women’s roles in war-making and war-fighting resonate with it less has two possible explanations: first, it could be residue form decades and even centuries of the perception that women were the pure, innocent victims of war in need of protection from it;
 second, it could be that there is something that fundamentally links the beautiful soul narrative and the justification of modern warfare.  While the first explanation likely has some influence, I suggest that it is fruitful to consider the possibility of the second, in order to understand both the meaning of war and the meaning of gender in global politics. 


Earlier in this article, I cited Nancy Huston’s (1983) argument that a victorious narrative about a war is key to a belligerent’s ability to justify the war and rally the resources and troops needed to fight it.  Jean Elshtain (1987) then contended that each belligerent’s victorious narrative about war included a story about brave, just (masculine) citizen-warriors rescuing or protecting pure, innocent (feminine) beautiful souls. If, as Huston argues, a victorious narrative has been key to the practice of all war, and, as Elshtain argues, in practice, these victorious narratives have relied on differentiated gender roles to sustain them, than the practice of war itself could be seen to rely on differentiated gender ideal-types. In this understanding, the beautiful soul’s presence is crucial both to wars and their justificatory narratives. Beautiful souls require protection; the protection of the feminine can then be read as a crucial cause of war.  The images of femaleness in the gender-stereotypical beautiful soul narrative, then, simultaneously enable war and subordinate women. 


If this reading of the beautiful soul narrative is correct, it will not disappear as the nature of war changes and women’s roles in conflict evolve.  Instead, violence and protection are not opposites, but complementary concepts which necessitate each other: protection requires violence; violence requires protection.  Without the beautiful soul to protect, the just warrior has nothing to excuse (his) fighting, and the justificatory narratives behind the making and fighting of wars are stalled without their victorious conclusion. There is, then, theoretical and empirical leverage to be gained by considering mutual constitution of gender stereotypes and war. If the beautiful soul narrative is central to war, and war is central to the building and maintenance of the beautiful soul narrative, gender is a linchpin of war-making and the war system is a linchpin of gender subordination. If and to the extent that the three examples of the beautiful soul narrative in the 21st century in this article demonstrate such a relationship between gender subordination and war-making, it is clear that neither is going anywhere in the near future.

Given this, it is easy to understand why, while several militaries have developed policies specifically aimed at the integration of women into their ranks (see Stiehm 1996; D’Amico and Weinstein 1999; Woodward and Winter 2007), those policies have not generally reached the level of “mainstreaming” gender in military organizations (True and Mintrom 2001; Walby 2005).  In addition to formal restrictions on which military roles women can fill (Holland 2006), and a perceived glass ceiling on women’s advancement in militaries (e.g., Palmer and Simon  2008), women enter a military that has transformed its “gender balance” while paying “little attention to the discursive and performative elements of gender dichotomies” (Sjoberg 2007). The result has been “the preservation of the discursive structures of gender-subordination even in gender-integrated militaries” (Sjoberg 2007).  Though women increasingly fight in wars, they often get caught in a gender-stereotype catch-22: they take all of the risks that men do, while missing both the reward and the elusive status of equality. All the while, elements of the old civilian “beautiful soul” narrative remain dominant in accounts of women who share both the responsibility and the cost of fighting wars. 


Gender “mainstreaming,” a policy of the consideration of the gender-based impacts of each particular choice made by a government or an organization, has become a popular antidote to gender-subordinating institutional structures in global politics, being adopted by the United Nations Security Council, many other UN bodies, the World Bank, the IMF, and several governments around the world (2003).  Perhaps it is time to ask what a “gender mainstreamed” experience for female soldiers would look like, rather than what it looks like when women are added to militaries with preexisting value structures biased towards men, masculine ways of thinking, and traits associated with masculinity. There are those that would argue that a “gender mainstreamed” state or non-state fighting force might be a contradiction in terms, since recognizing the gender-differential impacts of the making and fighting of wars would require turning away from war. Still, others would suggest that the lives and stories of women soldiers would be substantially different if gender considerations were on the forefront of military policy choices.  


Perhaps “gender-mainstreamed” militaries would recognize women’s agency in their fighting (Sjoberg and Gentry 2007), elements of both the personal and political in soldiers’ motives to fight (e.g., Elshtain 1987), military policies which disproportionately affect women while appearing gender neutral (such as haircut rules, see, e.g., Karpinski and Strasser 2005), intrusions of the “beautiful soul” narrative into the professional lives of women soldiers (Sjoberg 2007), the persistent problem of sexual violence in militaries (Nelson 2002), the masculinism inherent in weapons discourses (Cohn 1987), the gendered nature of states’ wartime posturing (Maruska 2009), and other places where the gendered nature of war and gender-based expectations of women soldiers’ behavior combine to continue a trend of gender subordination surrounding women’s soldiering, even as women have always had, and continue to have in increasing numbers, important fighting role in wars and conflicts.
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� Uncited stories in this section come from a number of collected sources over the years, including but not limited to ….


� Shoshana Johnson, an African-American woman in Lynch’s unit, was captured at the same time (Sjoberg, 2007: 90).


� In fact, another woman, a Native American from Arizona, Lori Piestawa, was killed in that encounter 


� Perhaps, as Melisa Brittain (2006) hypothesized, as a show of cultural superiority


� In their extensive empirical study of Chechen women suicide bombers, Speckhard and Akhmedova (2006) found no evidence of this style of coercion. They explained that “we find strong evidence of self-recruitment and strong willingness to martyr oneself on behalf of one’s country” (Speckhard and Akhmedova, 2006: 70).


� Taken from jihaddujour.com; isrealinewsagency.com; and the Israeli Ministry for Foreign Affairs.


� This is not to say that women are not still disproportionately affected by war; quite the contrary, most of war’s humanitarian effects, in the short and long term, still affect women differently (and often more severely) than men.  It is only to argue two things: first, there’s no tradeoff between victimhood and agency; second, women do not now and have not ever fit into the neat mold that the beautiful soul narrative frames for them.





