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steries of women working in a muni-
tions factory. They also portray women
as military nurses, as in the new
Australian series Anzac Girls (2014).
Movies too tend to present women
primarily as suffering war victims,

like in the German drama A Woman in
Berlin (2008), or as soldiers’ mothers
and wives, working girls, and military
nurses, like in the Canadian movie The
War Bride {2001}, the British production
Housewife, 49 (2006}, and Atonement
{2007). At best, women feature as
heroines of the resistance, as in the
French film Female Agents {2008), ot
as members of the intelligence corps,
as in the recent British movie The
Imitation Game (2014),

Qddly enough, most mainstream
historians seem to agree with such
public recollections. In the majority of
monographs and texthooks on World
Wars I and II published in recent years,
women are rarely portrayed as active
supporters of the wars, beyond their
work in war industries and wartime
nursing. This omission is all the more
remarkable because today we can
look back on nearly three decades of
research on gender, the military,
and war—and one of the most studied
periods is the era of the two World
Wars, Why did contemporaries and
later generations alike find it such a
challenge to recognize the increasingly
active participation of women in these
wars as auxiliaries and soldiers?

To answer this guestion, we need
a comparative perspective that goes
beyond “womern's mititary history”
We need a gender perspective that
defines “gender” as a context-specific
and relational concept and deploys it
as both subject and method. Only then
can we understand the importance of
the military and combat for the gender
order, and the influence of gender
images and relations on military and
war, Furthermore, we need to place
the execution and experience of
violence, the human “power to injure”
and “vulnerability to injury,” at the
core of the study of war. Only with
such an approach we can understand
why female auxiliaries, soldiers, and
partisans—despite their relatively
small numbers-—caused astonishingly
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similar gender trouble during and after
World War If, in states and regions
with very divergent economic, social,
and political systems.

THE ABILITY AND THE RIGHT L0 exercise
organized armed violence have been
defined as “masculine” since antiguity
Since the wars of the American and
French Revolutions, the “power to
injure” has been associated even more
universally as “male,” and the “vulner-
ability to injury” as “female.” In the

charities, wartime nursing, and employ-
ment in war industries—were already
extensive, The scale of women's
deployment during the Second World
War, however, far outstripped the First
in all belligerents.

In total, Nazi Germany deployed
nearly 1.4 million women during World
War 11, with the proportion of women
in the armed forces reaching about
5 percent. Some 400,000 of them were
Red Cross nurses and nurses’ aides,
and more than 500,000 female

NAZI GERMANY DEPLOYED NEARLY
1.4 MILLION WOMEN DURING WORLD
WAR I, WITH THE PROPORTION

OF WOMEN IN THE ARMED FORCES
REACHING ABOUT 5 PERCENT.

imagined gender order of nineteenth-
and twentieth-century nation states,
military service, and with it the male
right—and, in wartime, duty—to kill
on behalf of the state or another higher
power, became a central marker of
gender difference. Men were sent off
to war as “defenders of the fatherland”
to protect and preserve a "homeland”
that was embodied by women. The
female complement was responsibil-
ity for wartime charity and nursing.
During the age of the World Wars,
however, a shift occurred: combat
replaced military service as the core
marker.

This shift was caused by a change
in warfare itself, World Wars I and 11
were highly industrialized “total wars,”
differentiated from earlier forms of war
by their peculiar intensity and reach,
and by the abolition of boundaries
between the front and the homeland,
One far-reaching conseguence of this
abolition was the blurring of gender
lines: civilians became a major target
of warfare by mass violence, and
women were increasingly needed for
military support.

During World War I, the first
industrialized total war, the number
of women mobilized as auxiliaries—or
even as soldiers, as in Russia—was still
small, But all other forms of female
war support—volunteering in war

Wehrmacht auxiliaries served in ail
war theaters in the army, navy, and

air force; 160,000 of the latter served
in direct combat as Flak-gun auxil-
iaries in anti-afreraft defense units
organized by the air force, In addition,
the civil Aerial Defense Organization
used 500,000 female aerial-defense
auxiliaries, Women also voluntarily
joined the institutions of Nazi persecu-
tion, stich as the 8§ (the Schutzstaffel,
or Protection Squadron), where some
10,000 women were active.

Since its implementation in the
fall 0f 1939, the supervision of the
Wehrmacht's women's auxiliary corps
was in the hands of the NS Women’s
League, With the aim of strengthening
the cohesion in the corps, and obliging
auxiliaries to maintain “unblemished”
conduct appropriate to the “reputation
of German womanhood,” they lived,
when possible, together in communal
apartments outside the barracks and
wore uniforms. Half of all female
Wehrmacht auxiliaries volunteered.
Not before the summer of 1941, when
losses Increased dramatically on the
Eastern Front, did conscription for the
Wartime Auxiliary Service have to be
introduced for young women aged
17 to 25. Auxiliaries first had to serve
only for twelve months, but their
service time was gradually extended.
More and more women replaced male
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soldiers and staff sergeants in the
administration of the Wehrmacht

at home and behind the lines, as

well as in the aircraft, aerial defense,
mechanical transport, ordnance, and
telephone units. In the final vear of the
war, their service time was indefinite,
just like that of the soldiers.

The number of women deployed
by the military grew among the Allies,
too, In Britain, at least 625,000 women
entered military service as auxiliaries
and nurses and the proportion of
women in the armed forces reached a
high of 9 percent. The largest organiza-
tion by far was the Commonwealth-
wide Auxiliary Territorial Service with
220,000 women enrolled. It was found-
ed already in September 1938 as a
revival of the Women's Army Auxiliary
Corps of World War 1. In addition,
180,000 women joined the Women’s
Royal Naval Service. Fewer women
signed up for the Women's Auxiliary
Alr Force, which also organized fernale
service in mixed anti-aircraft batteries,
where women were actually invelved
in fighting. The members of the ars,
WRNS, and WAAF wore uniforms
and worked in five areas: domestic,
cookery, clerical, communication, and
mechanical. In April 1941, all women's
services were brought under the Army
Act, which denied them the freedom
to leave the service and allowed the
employment of women in “operational
areas.” In December 1941, the British
need for manpower became so great
that unmarried women ages 20 to
30 were conscripted by the National
Service Act, but they could only be
used in direct operational roles when
they volunteered. About 50 percent
of the new female recruits chose
deployment in anti-aircraft defense.

The United States deployed a total
of roughly 216,000 women: 150,000 as
volunteer guxiliaries, of whom 20,000
served overseas, and 66,000 volunteer
nurses, who were employed in all
theaters of the war. Only 1 percent of
the US armed forces were women. The
auxiliaries were first organized in the
Women's Army Auxiliary Corps (WaAac),
established in May 1942, A year later
the Women's Army Corps {WAc) was
founded. It integrated women into the

regular army, but in distinct women's
units. Different than the British, the
American government decided not to
deploy women in mixed anti-aircraft
defense units despite very good test
results by the army, which were not
published until 1968, The political lead-
ership feared fierce public opposition.
World War Il female auxiliaries
performed the same kind of jobs in
the German, British, and American
armies as they did during World War I,
but in addition were granted access to
several new positions in communieca-
tion and anti-aircraft defense of an
increasingly technical nature. Women
replaced men even as engineers
and pilots. In Britain and the United
States, auxiliaries became part of army

IN THE RHETORIC
OF THE THIRD
REICH, ARMED
COMBAT WAS
THE VERY CORE
OF MILITARY
MASCULINITY.

personnel and were placed under
military law and discipline. In Nazi
Germany, they kept the status of civil
employees without military status,
despite doing de facto military jobs.
In legal terms, Wehrmacht auxiliaries
were considered part of the “army
entourage.” With this categorization,
the Nazis tried to avold the impression
that they used women as soldiers. In
the rhetoric of the Third Reich, armed
combat was the very core of military
masculinity. Accordingly, a secret com-
muniqué from the Supreme Command
of the Wehrmacht instructed the
officer corps in September 1944: “The
dominant principle of any deployment
of women ... must be that ‘the female
soldier’ is incompatible with our
National Socialist view of womanhood.
As a matter of principle, women do
rot participate in armed combat, even
when threatened with being taken
prisoner.”

Army leadership in all World War
II countries accepted women in the

[y

military only because of dramatic
losses of male personnel. This was also
the case in the Soviet Union, where
manpower problems were most
pronounced, In total, about 2,1 million
Russian women wete deployed for
military purposes during World War
11: 520,000 served in the Red Army’s
regular troops, with at least 120,000

of them fighting on the front lines;
200,000 served as combat medics; and
80,000 sexrved as doctors in the mobile
front-line hospitals. Another 300,000
women were enlisted in combat and
homefront anti-aircraft formations.

In addition, the Russian Red Cross
trained 300,000 women as nurses and
500,000 as paramedics, who served in
all regions of the Soviet Union, Many
of the mostly young and single female
soldiers volunteered and insisted on
fighting on the frontlines, They used
the ideology of “women's equality,”
which they had grown up with in

the Komsomol, the communist youth
organization, and pointed to their
paramilitary and shooting training as
further legitimation of their demands.
But the recruitment of female volun-
teers was soon not encugh, With the
dramatic losses in 1942-43, the Soviet
regime had to start conscripting wom-
en for the army. Roughly 3 percent of
Russian army personnel were women,
who mainly served in mixed units. The
Stalinist state hushed up the extent
of female military mobilization in
public, despite its political thetoric of
“women's emancipation.” It anticipated
disapproval, if not outright resistance,
in society.

Extreme manpower needs also
drove female inclusion in combat
positions in the partisan units fighting
against Nazi occupation in Eastern,
Southern, and Western Europe, where
an average 10 to 15 percent of the com-
batants were women, Communication
and intelligence services became other
important female tasks, since women
could move more freely in occupied
territories under the guise of doing
errands. Predominantly, however,
women in the partisan units were

used for similar assignments as in the .

regular armies,
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Recruitment Poster for the US Women's Army Corps (WAC), 1941-1945. US National Archives and Records Administration.
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A COMPARISON OF FEMALE MILITARY
service in the various wartime powers
reveals expected differences, but also
astonishing similarities, The differences
are primarily in the war aims and the
political ideology used to legitimate
them. The Third Reich mobilized
German women for a war of conquest
and annihilation. Its conduct of war
was characterized by a murderous will
for destruction and cannot be sepa-
rated from the Holocaust. Many of the
young female volunteers for auxiliary
service and nursing supported the
political agenda of the Nazis. They were
socialized by the NS youth organiza-
tion Bund Deutscher Miidel {League of
German Girls), believed in the “superi-
ority of the Aryan race,” and wanted to
participate in the “German expansion.”
With defeat and retreat it became
more difficult to mobilize women. In
an “Order on the Implementation of
Total War” of November 1944, the NS
state declared the "final battle.” It
asked that “German women and girls
do everything” in their “power to allow
the soldiers . .. to devote themselves
completely to service at the front.”

For the Western Allies, by contrast,
World War I was a “war of defense.”
They mobilized women in a struggle
for liberation and liberty and used the
rhetoric of patriotism. In a situaticn of

“national emergency” women had to
“serve the fatherland,” too—by freeing
men in all possible ways for the
frontlines and by supporting them in
their struggle, The Soviet Unlon also
used patriotic rhetoric to mobhilize for
the country's defense and liberation.
But here the situation was more dire
because of the occupation of large
parts of the country, Furthermore, the
communist ideology added a specific
dimension: the young generation’s
vision of the “New Soviet Women”
included fighting in the event of a war
of defense.

In addition, the legal status and
organization of women’s service for
and in the military was different.
Both depended mainly on the general
organization of the military, but also
on the extent of manpower needs,
Predominant ideas about the gender
order were an influential factor too,

as the example of the Soviet Union
demonstrates. Its official ideology of
“women’s equality” allowed not only
for the integration of women into
combat in mixed units, but also for the
acceptance of women in command
functions. In the Red Army, fernale
soldiers could be in charge of male
soldiers, This was impossible in the
armies of its allies and enernies,

The similarities can be seen mainly
in the public discourse, especially in
the cultural strategies deployed for
women's mobilization and for the
retention of the gender order, as well
as in the social perception. One major
paraltel between Germany, Britain,
and the United States was the po-
litical and public rejection of female
participation in combat, Laws and
regulations reserved the duty and right
to kill for men, and political rhetoric
connected it to male citizenship rights,
privilege, and power. Both the Nazis
and their Western adversaries alike
strongly rejected “female soldiers,”
who symbeolized for them the collapse
of the gender order and, with it, the
social order. They did everything to
classify and present female service
to the public as "noncombatant,” but
the needs of war resulted in less rigid
practices. This was especially so in
Britain and Germany, where women
were used in mixed anti-aircraft for-
mations—including in Flak batteries,
which politicians and the military
sought to conceal in war propaganda,

An exception was the Soviet
Union, which officially integrated
women as female soldiers, but kept
the real extent of their combatant
service hidden from the public. Four
main factors seem o have led to this
ambivalent practice: first, the context
of a dramatic military crisis, the oc-
cupation of large parts of the country,
and the danger of a devastating defeat;
second, a tradition of female military
units in World War I; third, an official
political ideology of “women’s equal-
ity"; and fourth, a population that was
largely conservative and more tradi-
tional about gender roles.

Related to the different attempts
to prohibit, control, or hide female
participation in combat was a second

important similarity: the cultural
strategies that especially the American,
British, and German armies deployed
to maintain clear gender boundaries.
Women were only mobilized as “help-
ers” of men. The recruitment posters
demanded that they “free men” for the
army, support them in their struggle,
and become “good soldiers.” In their
illustrations, the posters emphasized
the femininity of uniformed female
auxiliaries while attempting to tame
their sex appeal to reassure parents
and fiancés. Army regulations tightly
controlled the public appearance

of auxiliaries in the American and
British armies. In the Wehrmacht, the
“Official Regulations for Female Signal
Auxiliaries in the Armed Forces,” pub-
lished in April 1942, went so far as fo
demand that a "German woman must
not smoke or drink or wear make-up
or jewelry” Furthermore, the army
leadership of all war powers attempted
to control the independence of the
auxiliaries by regulating their housing,
their leisure time, and their relation-
ships. With such measures, they
hoped to counter public suspicion that
female auxiliaries had joined the ranks
mainly for adventurous and immoral
motives—a suspicion that at the same
time helped to “restrain” them,

A third simitarity involves the
attempts of the Western war powers
and Germany to reinforce, through
propaganda and popular culture—
especially war movies, like the German
movie Wunschkonzert (1940), the
British film In Which We Serve {1942},
or the American Mrs, Miniver (1942)—
the traditional gender order of national
wars. One main function of these
attempts was to give ordinary soldiers
a cause worth fighting for, despite—
or better perhaps, because-—of the
opposite reality; in “total warfare” they
were no longer able to protect the
civilians of the “homeland.” Another
important function was to uphold
hearts and minds, distract from the
realities of war, and prepare society for
a refurn to the “normality” of postwar
gender relations.




THERE 1S MUCH EVIDENCE THAT, in most
societies, the postwar era was a period
of intense "re-gendering” of the social
order. Governments sought to coun-
teract the expansion of women’s scope
of action during World War 11 through
quick demobilization in industries and
the military. Veterans needed to be
reintegrated into society by returning
to their old jobs and become employed
“breadwinners” again. In the West, this
demobilization policy was accompa-
nied by a cultural promotion of the
“breadwinner-housewife family” and

a politics that aimed to stabilize this
model through civil law, and labor and
family policy. In the context of the
“economic miracle,” the 1950s became
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A central part of the cultural de-
mobilization in both the West and the
East was the lasting concealment of
women’s military deployment, which
had posed the ultimate challenge to
the gender order. Memory construc-
tion was thus of ¢rucial importance for
the re-ordering of the postwar gender
regime. One especially fascinating ex-
ample is the Soviet Union. Even before
the war was over, Soviet propaganda
reduced women's war participation
mainly to the rote of medics, suppos-
edly working far from the combat
zone, Military leaders officially advised
fermale veterans to remain silent about
their war experiences and the Soviet
Union did not commemorate the large

ONE FORGOTTEN GROUP IN POSTWAR
COMMEMORATION ARE WOMEN IN
MILITARY UNIFORM, PARTICULARLY THOSE

IN COMBAT POSITIONS.

the golden age of the “breadwinner-
housewife family” in Western Europe
and the United States.
Despite the socialist rthetoric of
“wornerr’s equality,” the trend in the
Soviet Union and the new communist
states of Eastern Europe was similar in
the first postwar years. The Red Army
reverted quickly to an ali-male institu-
tion after 1945. To be able to integrate
returning soldiers into the economy,
wornen had to vacate their jobs in the
war industries of the East as well. After
1944~45, the image of women as family-
bound housewives and mothers came
to dominate Soviet propaganda and,
due to vast losses in the population,
the regime now emphasized women’s
reproductive role. But this policy
started to change soon, because the
recovering communist economies
needed more and more women in the
workf{orce. The East propagated the
model of the “double-earner family,”
in stark contrast to the West. As a
result, by 1950 the average percentage
of women in the economically active
population was already much higher
in the East: in East Germany it was
40 percent and in the Soviet Union 38
percent, but in Britain only 31 percent
and in West Germany 30 percent,

number of female soldiers for several
deecades. Auxiliaries also found no
place in the collective memory of the
Western Allies and in the two postwar
Germanies.

At the center of the national war
memories of all Allied countries re-
mains the fallen soldier—imagined to
have lost his life in combat. Examples
are, in Britain, the Cenotaph at
Whitehall in the center of London, the
monarchy's primary war memorial
since 1921; in the United States, the
Arlington Memorial Amphitheater,
dedicated in 1920, and the national
World War II Memorial in Washington,
DC, opened in 2004; and in Germany,
the vast Soviet War Memorial in
Berlin's Treptower Park, commermnorat-
ing the Russian soldiers who fell in the
Battle of Berlin in April and May, 1945.
1t opened in 1949 and served as the
central war memorial of former East
Germany.

The sacrifice of war widows, espe-
cially mothers, and the selfless work
of nurses are recailed as the female
counterpart to rnale heroism. Civilians
too were commemorated as vietims of
air raids and war atrocities, One exam-
ple is the New Guardhouse in the old
city-center of Berlin with an enlarged

version of the Kithe Kollwitz sculpture
Mother with Her Dead Son at its center,
Since 1993, it has been the “Central
Memorial of the Federal Republic of
Germany for the Victims of War and
Dictatorship.” By virtue of this dedica-
tion, it includes all victims of war. The
fallen soldiers are remembered here
without any heroization.

One forgotten group in postwar
commermoration are women in
military uniform, particularly those
in combat positions, The fact that
they had been needed, did their duty,
and mostly did it well, has been curi-
ously abgent from collective memory,
though remedied in part in 1997 with
the US government’s Women in
Military Service for America Memorial
at the Arlington National Cemetery, and,
in 2005, with the British Monument
to the Women of World War II, situated
close to the Cenotaph in London’s
center, remembering the war service
of all British women. To this day, no
monument is dedicated to female
Soviet veterans.

The odd paradox is that the more
women had been necessary in war,
especially in combat roles, the less
their service could be remembered
after 1945. These memories, it seems,
threatened to jeopardize social stabil-
ity restored by the return to the prewar
gender order. This is why collectively
remembering female military service
was far easier for the United States
than for Britain, and certainly more
than for the Soviet Union and defeated
Gerinany. Here, the grueling past was
countered in the East with the myth of
the heroic anti-fascist resistance, and
in the West with a victimization nar-
rative focused on the aerial bombing
of German cities, postwar displace-
ment, and mass rape by the Soviets.

In this narrative, women and children
became the incarnation of innocent
victims of war. As Generation War dem-
onstrates, even today it is challenging
to the German memory of World War
11 and the Holocaust to recall the
extensive and very active war support
of German women. Such recollections
make it far more difficuit to portray
Germans as victims of World War I OO




