
Publisher’s Note

Opinions Throughout History: Gender: Roles and Rights is the third 
title in our new Opinions series from Grey House Publishing. Single, 
in-depth volumes are designed to follow the path of public opinion 
on current, controversial topics as they have evolved throughout 
history. Each volume includes a range of primary and secondary 
source documents, including newspaper and magazine articles, 
speeches, court decisions, and other legislation. These documents are 
accompanied by expert commentary and analysis to guide the reader 
through the process of understanding how each document contributed 
to, or is a refl ection of, changing attitudes on important issues of public 
interest.

Arrangement
Following this Publisher’s Note is a detailed, 12-page Introduction 
that discusses the complex issues of gender roles and gender rights 
throughout history. This is followed by a comprehensive Timeline of 
signifi cant events related to gender roles and rights, from 1533 to 2018.

In a departure from the chronological arrangement of the previous two 
volumes in this series—Homeland Security v. Civil & Privacy Rights 
and Immigration—Gender: Roles & Rights is arranged by the following 
sections:

 • Citizenship & Constitutional Rights;
 • Sexual Nonconformity & Changing Policy;
 • In the Workplace;
 • LGBTQ+ Rights;
 • Birth Control & Reproduction; and
 • Marriage & Parenting.
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The 28 chapters then follow a chronological format within each section. 
The Table of Contents provides a detailed look at the sections and 
individual documents. Most of the documents are reprinted in their 
entirety, and are clearly distinguished by a shaded title bar. Often, the 
document is broken up into sections to better demonstrate the points 
discussed in the analysis and commentary that accompany it, detailing 
the signifi cance of the document and how it refl ects the ongoing tension 
between opposing opinions regarding gender in America.

The time period covered is sweeping. The content starts with 
excerpts from the 1777 New York Constitution in Citizenship 
& Constitutional Rights, discussing the patriarchal system in 
Colonial America, and ends with 2018 documents signifi cant to the 
#MeToo movement in the In The Workplace section and transgender 
parenting rights in Marriage & Parenting.

Each chapter starts with a valuable Introduction and list of Topics 
Covered, and ends with a Conclusion, Discussion Questions, and Works 
Used. Each chapter is further enhanced by photos and other images, 
quotations, and sidebars. Footnotes referenced in the text begin on 
page 587.

The work concludes with the following back matter:
 • Notes: A comprehensive list of footnote citations from all 28 

chapters, in the order that they appear;
 • Primary & Secondary Sources: A complete list of the 

documents reprinted within the text, fully sourced to help the 
reader with further research;

 • Glossary: Terms frequently used when discussing gender roles 
and gender rights;

 • Historical Snapshots: Provides a broad overview of political, 
social and cultural developments that give the reader an 
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understanding of the political and social climate from colonial 
times to the present;

 • Bibliography, About the Author, and a detailed Index 
complete the volume.

The Opinions Throughout History Series
2018 titles: National Security vs. Civil & Privacy Rights; Immigration; 
Gender Roles & Rights; and Drug Use & Abuse.

2019 titles: Environment; Social Media; Death Penalty; and Genetic 
Engineering & Cloning.
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Historical Timeline

1533: The Buggery Law of England makes homosexuality a 
crime punishable by death.

1606: Colony of Virginia is founded, becoming the anchor for 
later European immigration to North America.

1641: Body of Liberties laws in the Plymouth Colony 
recommend execution for sodomy, rape, adultery, and 
witchcraft.

1769: Principle of “coverture” established in English law in the 
Blackstone Commentaries.

1776: New Jersey State Constitution grants women the right to 
vote (repealed in 1807).

1777: New York state removes the right to vote from women, 
followed by all other states.

1782: Justice Francis Buller rules that a man can beat his wife 
with a stick no larger than his thumb.

1775: The American Revolution begins, with the Thirteen 
Colonies fi ghting for independence from the British 
monarchy. 

1776: The Declaration of Independence is signed.

1779: First soldier to be discharged from the military for 
homosexuality.

1834: The State of Mississippi is the fi rst to rule that spousal 
abuse is a crime.
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13MILITARY BAN AGAINST WOMEN LIFTED
Women No Longer Limited to Non-Combat Roles (2013)

Introduction
Women have fought in the militaries and wars of the world since before 
recorded history. There are many examples of female warriors who 
participated in ancient and modern warfare, some of whom became 
cultural heroes in their societies. However, some societies believe that 
combat, and the perceived attributes needed to engage in combat, are 
inherently masculine. This belief, coupled with the enduring myth 
that women are more fragile, physically and mentally, than men, 
resulted in gendered divisions of labor with regard to warfare. In the 
United States, women were prohibited from military service from 
the Revolutionary War until World War I, when the military opened 
up non-combat roles to women for the fi rst time. From World War I 
to 2013 women served in every non-combat role the military had to 
offer, while a small number of activists challenged the military’s ban 
on women in combat. This debate intensifi ed in the 1990s and 2000s, 
blended with controversial studies and media coverage revealing deep-
seated sexism and misogyny against women in the service.

Under increasing public scrutiny, the Department of Defense rescinded 
remaining barriers against women in combat roles in 2013 and ordered 
the military to begin integration. Despite objections from those who 
saw the integration of the military as a threat to military effectiveness, 
and who saw the effort as an activist-led attack on natural gender 
roles, the integration proceeded, with women increasingly serving 
in active combat over the next several years. The primary document 
for this chapter is a speech delivered by First Lady  Michelle Obama 
commemorating women in the military and encouraging women to 
continue to pursue leadership roles and to challenge the boundaries 
erected for American women.

3. Gender Roles.indd   241 8/21/2018   12:27:21 PM



Topics covered in this chapter include:
 • Gender Equality
 • Gender Nonconformity
 • Prohibition on Women in Combat
 • Women in the Military

This Chapter Discusses the Following Source Document:
Obama, Michelle. “Remarks by the First Lady at Women’s History 

Month Event Honoring Women Veterans For Their Service To 
Our Country.” Obamawhitehouse. White House. Mar 2, 2016. 
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Military Ban against Women Lifted
Women No Longer Limited to Non-Combat Roles (2013)

In 1867, famed women’s rights pioneer  Elizabeth Cady Stanton testifi ed 
before the New York State committee on suffrage. It had been announced 
that Congress would soon extend the right to vote to black Americans, 
who had been freed from bondage following the Civil War. Stanton and 
other feminists whose primary goal was women’s suffrage were incensed 
that the United States was going to grant voting rights to black men, 
whilst leaving white and black women disenfranchised. At the 1867 de-
bate in New York, newspaper publisher  Horace Greeley remarked, “The 
bullet and the ballot go together,” meaning that women could not claim 
the same political rights as men if they weren’t prepared to serve the 
nation’s military, to which Stanton defi antly responded, “We are ready to 
fi ght, sir... ”137

Although Stanton hardly spoke for all American women, historians have 
found that, throughout American history, women not only fought when the 
country, or their community, faced peril but fought and argued and even 
used subterfuge to gain the right to serve in the nation’s military. Prohibi-
tions on women’s service are not based on any evidence suggesting that 
women either do not want to serve in the military or are in any way less 
capable of serving in the military, but rather, such prohibitions have been 
based on gendered stereotypes holding that males are more suited for 
military service or that women, because of inherent mental and physical 
fragility, are unsuited for the demands of service and/or combat. These 
mytho-historical ideas about the nature of gender and combat limited 
women’s roles in many of the world’s militaries until the modern era, and 
the effort to break down the prohibitions against women in combat be-
came an important prong of the campaign for gender equality.
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Women Warriors Before Their Time
Not all societies prohibit women and men from taking an active role in 
defense, and there are examples of societies in which both genders were 
afforded or even required to serve in military campaigns. Whether a so-
ciety deems that women and men should take equal roles, or different 
roles, defense is closely linked to a society’s attitudes about gender. In 
the United States and other Abrahamic cultures (cultures dominated by 
Jewish, Christian, or Islamic philosophy) it is sometimes argued that spir-
itual authority justifi es the concept that males are in charge of defense. 
There are passages in the Old Testament describing how women and 
children remained at home while men went to war, but these passages do 
not, most likely, indicate a spiritual precedent regarding women in combat 
roles, but depict the hierarchy of domestic responsibility as conceived 
in the era when the Old Testament was written, in which women were 
charged with producing and caring for children and men were charged 
with managing all other aspects of society. The quasi-spiritual, patriar-
chal belief that women were not fi t for military service has pervaded U.S. 
culture since the founding of the colonies, but over the years, there are 
examples of women who defi ed these norms and traditions in unexpect-
ed ways.

During the  American Revolution, Massachusetts native  Deborah Samp-
son, who had been abandoned by her husband and fell into poverty such 
that her children had to be sent to live with relatives, felt constrained by 
the opportunities afforded to her as a woman in American society. In his 
1797 biography of her life, biographer  Herman Mann states that it was 
around 1781 that Sampson had the idea that by dressing as a man, she 
might be able to free herself from the constraints of the nation’s gender 
roles and might then travel the world freely. However, she decided that, 
rather than travel, she would enlist in the war effort, hoping both for profi t 
and the opportunity to further the cause of liberty. Dressed as a man, 
Sampson enlisted and was accepted. Though she told her later biogra-
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Deborah Sampson, female American Revolutionary War soldier, via Library of Congress
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pher of her horror at the violence she witnessed, Sampson fought in a 
number of battles and was shot on two separate occasions during her 
service. It was while she was recovering from complications arising from 
one of these injuries, in 1781, that a doctor discovered her bound breasts, 
realizing she was a woman. Once she had recovered, the doctor, though 
he had shielded her from discovery during her recovery, demanded that 
she inform her commanding offi cers. Sampson did report her deception 
and begged for forgiveness. Perhaps out of embarrassment as much as 
shock, the military granted Sampson an honorable discharge in Octo-
ber of 1783, and she returned home to Massachusetts. Though she was 
initially denied a service pension, after the story of her life was published, 
she applied again and received a pension in 1821, becoming the fi rst 
woman to receive a military pension for her service. In 1982, Massachu-
setts honored Sampson as a state heroine, declaring May 23  Deborah 
Sampson Day.138

Mary Edwards Walker is another now famous combat pioneer whose 
service during the Civil War was both unprecedented and controversial. 
Born to liberal parents, Walker was encouraged to pursue medicine as 
a career; and though she was subjected to ridicule, marginalization, and 
intense social backlash, she became the second woman to be award-
ed a medical degree. Biographers have found evidence that Walker had 
embraced a broader critical view of the gender roles. At her wedding, for 
instance, Walker reportedly wore pants and refused to “obey” her hus-
band. Her marriage later failed, and she fought for a divorce at a time 
when women had no right to do so.139

At the dawn of the Civil War in 1860, Walker applied to work as a sur-
geon, but was denied on the basis of her gender. She volunteered as a 
nurse but was prohibited from serving on the front line. However, a lack 
of trained medical professionals forced the Union Army to rethink their 
priorities and, in 1863, Walker was transferred to the front lines over the 
recorded objections of several male doctors and surgeons.
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Walker wasn’t given permission to practice surgery, though she on many 
occasions petitioned the government for a commission as a Union sur-
geon. Prohibited from practicing as a surgeon, Walker crossed enemy 
lines to give aid to civilians, even those on the Confederate side. This 
habit led to speculation that she was a spy; and some historians believe 
that she had, in fact, been instructed to glean whatever information she 
could while providing treatment to confederate citizens. The novelty of 
Walker’s presence on the battlefi eld became familiar to union and confed-
erate soldiers alike with one Confederate Captain,  Benedict J. Semmes, 
famously writing of seeing her, “We were all amused and disgusted at the 
sight of a thing that nothing but the debased and depraved Yankee nation 
could produce... dressed in the full uniform of a Federal surgeon. She was 
not good looking, and, of course, had tongue enough for a regiment of 
men.”

It was during one such outing across enemy lines, on April 10, 1864, that 
she was captured by Confederate soldiers. Believing her to be a spy, the 
Confederates imprisoned her in Richmond, Virginia’s “Camp Thunder,” a 
converted tobacco plantation used to house prisoners accused of spying 
or sabotage and known for its brutal treatment. Released months later 
during a prisoner exchange, Walker continued to petition the government 
for an offi cial commission as a surgeon but was repeatedly denied. How-
ever, as news of her capture and service circulated among the public, 
there were calls for her recognition. In 1865, President  Andrew Johnson 
presented Walker with the Medal of Honor, making her the fi rst and only 
woman to receive the award.140

Stories of pioneers like Walker and Sampson demonstrate that the rules 
barring women from taking active roles in military combat are less the re-
sult of legitimate differences in capability as of enforced social norms and 
stereotyped gender roles. Similarly, the criticisms typically levied against 
those who violate these norms refl ect the degree to which ingrained gen-
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der stereotypes lead to instinctual reactions to displays of gender trans-
gression. Thus, those who encountered Walker’s allegedly gender-bend-
ing activities during the Civil War reacted with “disgust” at the concept of 
a woman taking on what was seen as a masculine role, as well as the fear 
that such transgressive behaviors threatened the very fabric of society.

By the 1900s, the absolute prohibition against women in military service 
had been abandoned, not least because of the demand for servicemem-
bers and support staff during the nation’s two world wars. However, 
while women were admitted to the military in both World Wars I and II, 
they were still prohibited from combat roles. By World War II, more than 
400,000 women enlisted, serving in nearly every non-combat role avail-
able. Again, among those in service, stories of brave women captured 
national attention.

Around 1943, national news outlets reported on the story of  Elsie Ott, 
who fl ew on the fi rst medical evacuation fl ight from Karachi, India, to 
Washington D.C. that year, receiving a promotion to captain after she 
helped design new policies to make evacuation fl ights more effective, and 
becoming the fi rst woman to receive the U.S. Air Medal.141 Perhaps the 
most-honored of all the women warriors of World War II was  Ruby Brad-
ley, an Army nurse who was taken captive when the United States was at-
tacked at Pearl Harbor. Held for over three years in a POW camp, Bradley 
spent the time performing medical services and smuggling in supplies for 
the other captives. She was released in 1945 and chose to remain in the 
Army, serving in the Korean confl ict as a chief nurse for the 8th Army. In 
Korea, Bradley was almost killed during one medical evacuation when a 
shell hit the ambulance she was riding in. At the end of her service, Brad-
ley was awarded 34 medals and citations, including two Legions of Merit 
and two Bronze Stars and was promoted to the rank of Colonel, becom-
ing the fi rst woman to achieve this rank. Bradley also received the Inter-
national Red Cross’ highest honor, the Florence Nightingale Medal and, 
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upon her death in 1992, was buried with honors at Arlington Cemetery.

Other stories from World War II demonstrate how, though women were 
more often serving, they were still marginalized in the industry. For in-
stance, Lieutenant  Rebecca Whittle, a fl ight nurse with the 813th Medical 
Air Evacuation Squadron, was the only woman to be imprisoned as a 
POW in the European theatre of the war. Although Whittle received the 
Purple Heart and the Air Medal, and a promotion to Lieutenant after her 
release, she was denied POW status and back pay by the military, who 
downplayed the story of her service and capture to avoid controversy. 
Though she never gave up fi ghting for both recognition and just compen-
sation, the military resisted, only fi nally agreeing to recognize her status 
as a POW in 1983.

Challenging the Rules
Following World War II, Congress approved women becoming full-time 
members of the peacetime military, but set a series of restrictions, limiting 
the total number of women enlisted to 2 percent of total personnel and 
prohibiting women from attaining any rank higher than colonel. More than 
120,000 women served in the Korean Confl ict, more than 265,000 in the 
Vietnam Confl ict, and 10,000 served overseas in Vietnam. At the end of 
the Vietnam War, Congress agreed to lift the 2 percent limit on women 
in the military and began to actively recruit women for noncombat roles. 
In the 1970s, Congress ruled that women should be admitted to all the 
nation’s military academies, though the U.S. Coast Guard academy initi-
ated this wing of the movement, opening its admission to women the year 
before Congress mandated gender inclusion.

In 1988, the Pentagon adopted a new policy, known as the “risk rule,” 
which was to be used to determine where and when women could serve 
in the military. This fi nal attempt to defend stereotyped gender roles was 
not to last long. More than 40,000 women served in the Gulf War and 
support for women in leadership roles was growing within the military. It 
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was a scandal in 1991 that brought the issue of women in the military to 
the forefront of the public debate. The scandal started when naval Lieu-
tenant  Paula Coughlin claimed to have been sexually assaulted at the 
Tailhook Symposium in Las Vegas. A subsequent investigation found that 
83 women and 7 men had been sexually assaulted during the convention, 
and these fi ndings led to the resignation of the Secretary of the Navy and 
to formal censure being brought against several high-ranking admirals 
and other military personnel. Although the scandal resulted in calls for 
a reform of the military’s sexual harassment and abuse policies, these 
efforts were ineffective and were not strictly implemented, and abuse 
remained rampant, as scandals in the 2000s and 2010s demonstrated. A 
2013 report from the Pentagon, for instance, indicated that 26,000 mil-
itary personnel were assaulted in 2012 alone.142 However, the scandal 
did result in substantive changes in military policy. In 1994, the Pentagon 

Members of a U.S. Marine Corps Female Engagement Team patrolling in Afghanistan, 2010, via 
Wikimedia Commons
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rescinded the “risk rule” allowing women to serve on warships and as 
combat pilots but did not remove restrictions on women serving in other 
combat positions.

The  debate about whether to rescind the fi nal barrier to women in ser-
vice, the bar against women in active combat, began during the Iraq War 
when women were brought to the front lines due to personnel shortag-
es. In 2011, a congressional commission recommended ending gender 
restrictions on women in the service completely, which led to a Penta-
gon review. Two federal lawsuits in 2012 brought the issue to the courts, 
calling the ban on women in combat unconstitutional. Then, in 2013, 
Defense Secretary  Leon Panetta ordered the services to dismantle re-
maining prohibitions against women in combat unless they could provide 
data suggesting that the exclusion was based on substantive grounds. In 
September of 2015, none of the services, some of which had conduct-

U.S. Navy woman submariners meet with  President Obama, 2012, via Wikimedia Commons
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Historical Snapshots

1793
 • France declared war on England
 • The “Reign of Terror,” a purge of those suspected of treason against the 

French Republic, began in France
 • Louis XVI was executed by guillotine
 • Jean Pierre Blanchard made the fi rst balloon fl ight in North America, 

in Philadelphia
 • The German Reformed Church was established in the U.S. by Calvinist 

Puritans
 • China’s emperor turned away the British fl eet and declared that China 

possessed all things in abundance and had no need of British goods
 • Christian Sprengel published detailed descriptions of the manner in 

which different fl owers are pollinated
 • Claude Chappe established the fi rst long-distance semaphore telegraph 

line
 • Eli Whitney invented the cotton gin and applied for a patent
 • French troops conquered Geertruidenberg in the Netherlands
 • Noah Webster established New York’s fi rst daily newspaper, American 

Minerva
 • Tennis was fi rst mentioned in an English sporting magazine
 • The Republican calendar replaced the Gregorian calendar in France
 • The fi rst American fugitive slave law passed which required the return 

of escaped slaves
 • President George Washington’s second inauguration speech was only 

133 words long
 • The Humane Society of Philadelphia was organized
 • Benjamin Rush successfully treated an epidemic of yellow fever
 • The Louvre in Paris opened as a museum
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