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Introduction  

 

Women  Protected  Under  International 
Humanitarian  Law 

International humanitarian law aims to prevent and 
alleviate human suffering in war without discrimination 
based on sex. But it does recognize that women face 
specific problems in armed conflict, such as sexual 
violence and risks to their health.(1) 

War is not just a man’s business. In today’s conflicts, the impact of 
fighting on women can be severe. Humanitarian law recognizes 
this in the general protection it affords to both women and men, as 
well as in some specific provisions providing additional protection 
to women. 

In general, IHL requires humane treatment for the wounded and 
sick, prisoners and civilians caught up in a conflict, without any 
“adverse distinction” based on sex, race, nationality, religion, 
political opinions, or any similar criteria. This general protection is 
provided by the four Geneva Convention (1949) and their 



Additional Protocols (1977), as well by customary humanitarian 
law. 

The general provisions of IHL also forbid hostage taking and the 
use of human shields. In recent conflicts there have been abuses, 
particularly the use of women and children to shield combatants 
from attack. 

In addition, women must be “especially protected” from sexual 
violence. This includes rape, forced prostitution and any other 
form of indecent assault, all of which constitute war crimes. The 
threat of sexual violence against women is also prohibited. Women 
prisoners must be housed separately from men in particular to 
avoid sexual abuse. 

IHL further requires that expectant mothers and mothers of young 
children, in particular nursing mothers, be treated with particular 
care. This applies, for example, with regard to the provision of 
food, clothing, medical assistance, evacuation and transportation. 

Women are particularly vulnerable to the separation of family 
members and the suffering caused by the unknown fate of a 
missing relative, both during and after an armed conflict. 
Humanitarian law provides families with the right to know the fate 
of their missing relatives and obliges parties to armed conflicts to 
take all feasible measures to account for persons reported missing. 

In recent years, the ICRC has undertaken a specific campaign to 
tackle the problem of the missing. As the large majority of those 
gone missing are men, it is often the women in a family who face 
the anguish of waiting for news of a missing husband or child. They 
are often the persons who take on the burden of trying to trace 
relatives, especially children, separated by the fighting. The ICRC 
plays a leading role around the world in restoring family links both 
during and after armed conflicts. 

Women in the civilian population also take on major responsibility 
for coping with other consequences of armed conflict. War disrupts 
food supplies and production. Health facilities, so essential to 



mothers and children, are destroyed. Transport, water and fuel 
may be affected. 

Parties to a conflict are required under humanitarian law to protect 
the health, economic and physical security of the civilian 
population. When they fail, it is often women that have to deal with 
the consequences. In the absence of the man who is often the 
breadwinner women have to ensure the family's day-to-day 
survival. They often have to travel long distances to find water, 
food, firewood, medicines and other basic necessities, thereby 
exposing themselves to risks to their physical safety. In addition, 
they often care for sick family and community members. 

The ICRC therefore intervenes to support them by providing 
medical facilities and the essential needs for survival such as food, 
household items and shelter. It also tries to convince the parties to 
the conflict to allow adequate supplies through to civilians. Indeed, 
IHL obliges parties to the conflict to allow and facilitate rapid and 
unimpeded passage of humanitarian relief for civilians in need, 
which is impartial in character and conducted without any adverse 
distinction. 

After an armed conflict, women often play a key role in rebuilding 
communities. In rural areas, they are frequently the main 
beneficiaries of the supply of seeds, tools and livestock to promote 
economic security in the wake of a conflict. Women are also pivotal 
in the action of the ICRC and others in raising awareness of, and 
preventing injury from, landmines, which continue to cause injury 
and death to children after the end of hostilities. 



 

For most of the 20th century, the study and practice of war and 
international relations focused on the security of states. The 
changing nature of conflict has led analysts toward an expanded 
concept of human security that focuses not only on the state but 
also the security concerns of the individual, including women.  

Ten years ago, the United Nations Security Council passed 
Resolution 1325, which called for women’s equal participation in 
promoting peace and security and for greater efforts to protect 
women, who are more exposed to violence during and after conflict 
than men. The volume takes stock of the current state of 
knowledge on women, peace and security issues, including efforts 
to increase women’s participation in post-conflict reconstruction 
strategies and their protection from wartime sexual violence. The 
authors also highlight the resolution’s potential to advance the 
rights of women in a wide variety of spheres by including analysis 
of legal, economic, and policy implications. (1)A 

 

 

(1)http://www.icrc.org/eng/war-and-law/protected-

persons/women/overview-women-protected.htm 

(1) A  http://bookstore.usip.org/books/BookDetail.aspx?productID=280507 



Wartime violence against women: States 
must do more to end it 

 

Millions of women and girls bear the brunt of today's 
wars. They are particularly exposed to sexual violence 
and other injury. On the occasion of the tenth 
anniversary of the UN Security Council resolution on 
women, peace and security, Christine Beerli, Vice-
President of the ICRC, calls for better protection of 
women in wartime.(2)  

Ten years ago, the hopes and aspirations surrounding the birth of a 
new millennium found voice in various global initiatives aimed 
ultimately at righting some of the world's most glaring wrongs. The 
UN Security Council's resolution 1325 on women, peace and 
security was one of them. It put the international spotlight on the 
disproportionate and distinct impact of armed conflict on women, 
and called for women's full engagement in conflict resolution and 
peace building. It also signaled political recognition that 
women and gender are key to international peace and security. 

 
The tenth anniversary of the resolution this October is an 
opportune time not for unreserved celebration, but more for sober 
reflection on what more must – and can – be done to translate 
good intentions into reality, words into meaningful action. 

 

 



 

 

 
Be it in the Democratic Republic of Congo or Colombia, 
Afghanistan, or Iraq - to name but a few – millions of women and 
girls bear the brunt of today's wars. This is often because they are 
deliberately targeted as a tactic of warfare. They are particularly 
exposed to sexual violence and other injury. War often results in 
them being displaced and separated from family members, and 
hampers their access to food, safe drinking water and healthcare. It 
may also leave them as the sole breadwinner and with the 
responsibility of supporting their families on their own. 
 
International humanitarian law provides a solid basis for the 
protection of women in wartime – primarily through the Geneva 
Conventions and their additional protocols. Sexual violence, to 
take just one example, is unequivocally a war crime in both 
international and non-international armed conflicts. 
 
Yet the continuing atrocities committed against women in eastern 
DR Congo are but one grim reminder that the existing rules are 
violated flagrantly, and often with total impunity. Ensuring respect 
for the rules is a perennial challenge. Primary responsibility for 



this lies squarely on States, which have universally ratified the 
Geneva Conventions. Not only must they ensure that the law is 
implemented, they must also ensure that it is properly enforced. 
 
True, some progress has been made in terms of States' domestic 
legislation recognizing the criminal responsibility of those who 
violate international humanitarian law, and actually holding them 
accountable for their crimes. Various international tribunals and 
the International Criminal Court have further strengthened 
accountability for war crimes. 
 
But there is still a long way to go. Armed forces and armed groups 
alike must understand that sexual violence is a war crime and that 
violators face punishment. Here the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) plays a role in training and dissemination of 
international humanitarian law. But States and their judicial 
apparatus must play their role too. What better deterrent to 
potential war criminals than seeing that the law is actually 
enforced? 
 
Prevention is undoubtedly better than cure. The consequences of 
sexual violence as a weapon of war go further than the terrible 
hurt and trauma suffered by its direct victims: they can 
profoundly destabilize societies even longer after the 
conflict ends. Stigmatization and rejection of the victims, 
breakdown of societal and cultural norms, and economic 
instability may ultimately ensue. 
 
Addressing these consequences requires a multidimensional 
response that – crucially – directly engages the victims of sexual 
violence themselves as well as other concerned women. Women 
must be fully involved in the search for solutions to their problems 
if those solutions are to have any chance of success. Aid 
organizations and donors, including States, must strive to ensure 
this in their programmes in all phases of an armed conflict – from 
prevention to protection and post-conflict recovery. Consigning 



women to the category of passive victim is disempowering and 
counterproductive, excluding them yet further from humanitarian 
and peacekeeping efforts. 
 
As a woman, it is my wish that this tenth anniversary of the UN 
resolution on women, peace and security be remembered for 
heralding even one measurable achievement: that States not only 
take concrete steps to criminalize sexual violence in armed conflict 
in their national legislation, but that violators face justice 
accordingly. Then women everywhere would have real cause for 
celebration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(1) http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/statement/women-

statement-2010-10-31.htm 



 

General and specific protection of women 
under international humanitarian law 

 

This document includes both the general and specific 
protection afforded to women under international 
humanitarian law, meaning that some of the legal 
provisions apply equally to men and women without 
adverse distinction, while others apply exclusively to 
women - Extract from the publication: "Addressing the  

Needs of Women Affected by Armed 
Conflict: An ICRC Guidance Document".(3) 

Although this table only refers to international humanitarian law, 
other bodies of law, such as human rights law, refugee law and 
domestic law also protect women in situations of armed conflict. 

 
 

Protection of women under IHL (141kb)  
About Acrobat PDF files  
This document is the annex to Addressing the Needs of Women 
Affected by Armed Conflict: An ICRC Guidance Document  

 

 

 

 

 

(2) http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/66uh37.htm 



 

Women and war: the ICRC's response 

The ICRC is dedicated to preserving the lives and dignity 
of people affected by armed conflict and internal strife, to 
aid those suffering the consequences of war and to act as 
the guardian and promoter of international 
humanitarian law. Recognizing that conflicts have a 
different impact on men, women, children and the 
elderly, and deeply concerned about the nature and 
magnitude of the violations committed against women in 
recent conflicts, the ICRC pledged in 1999, to assess the 
needs of women and girls and to promote respect for 
them, with a particular focus on sexual violence. 

ICRC approach  

To implement this pledge, the ICRC launched a detailed study of 
the specific needs of women affected by armed conflict and how 
they may differ from those of men. The study also assessed the 
extent to which international law meets those needs and evaluated 
the ICRC's work in this area. It focused on issues such as physical 
safety, sexual violence, displacement, access to health care and 
hygiene, food, water and shelter, and the problem of missing 
relatives and its impact on survivors. 

The findings and recommendations of the study are contained in 
the publication "Women	  facing	  War""Addressing	  the	  Needs	  of	  Women	  
Affected	   by	   Conflict:	   A	   Guidance	   Document" , which serves as the 

basis for the organization's strategy on how to incorporate the 
needs and perspectives of women into all its activities and 
programmes. Building on the study, the ICRC produced a 
handbook ( ) that gives practical information on how to work more 
effectively with and for women.  

The ICRC's main objective here is to incorporate the specific needs, 
problems and perspectives of women into all its activities and to 



launch special programmes for women when these are necessary to 
respond adequately to social, medical, psychosocial, economic and 
protection needs. The organization's multidisciplinary approach is 
designed to address such needs as effectively as possible at all 
levels. 

The ICRC also endeavours to raise awareness of the situation of 
women affected by armed conflict and internal disturbances – and 
of the international law that grants them protection – among 
governments, representatives of the diplomatic, political, military 
and academic communities, international organizations and non-
governmental organizations. 

 

ICRC activities  

The ICRC's work to aid women reflects its organizational structure 
and programmes on the ground. 

Prevention and Protection  

International humanitarian law training – The very 

spirit of international humanitarian law is to exercise restraint in 
the use of force, always keeping it in proportion to the military 
objectives. The ICRC therefore promotes the whole range of 
humanitarian principles in an attempt to prevent, or at least limit, 
excesses in war. In particular it tries to reach those who determine 
the fate of people affected by armed conflict or who can obstruct or 
facilitate ICRC action. These groups include armed forces, police 
and other bearers of weapons, decision-makers and opinion-
leaders at the local and international levels. The aim of promoting 
the law is to prevent violations. ICRC delegates frequently 
conducts training sessions with members of armed forces and 
armed opposition groups around the world. They stress the needs 
of women and the fact that sexual violence is a serious violation of 
humanitarian law and a criminal act. 

Campaigns to prevent abuses against women, in particular 

sexual violence, are designed using culturally appropriate images 



and language, tailored for a particular target audience. The ICRC 
also strives to identify other communication channels through 
which to reach the broader community regarding the need to 
prevent and respond to sexual violence. 

Detainee welfare – As part of its mandate, the ICRC visits 

persons deprived of their freedom in connection with armed 
conflict. Part of the delegates'work is to assess whether conditions 
of detention for women comply with international humanitarian 
law. For example, they seek to ensure that the specific needs of 
mothers with children are met; that women are detained in 
separate quarters from men; and that women are guarded by 
female staff. Reintegrating into society after release from prison 
can be especially difficult for women. The ICRC provides literacy 
and other courses for female detainees to facilitate their re-entry 
into society. 

Protection – The ICRC trains its delegates to collect data 

disaggregated between the sexes in a gender-sensitive manner. It 
encourages the use of staff teams comprising both men and women 
and the participation by local women in documenting cases of 
violations. The organization also endeavors to monitor and 
document sexual violence, ensuring confidentiality for the victims. 
In addition, when appropriate, and provided such action does not 
put the victim at risk, the ICRC makes representations to the 
relevant armed authorities or group. 

The missing – Missing persons remain one of the most tragic 

legacies of armed conflict and other situations of large-scale 
violence. Women are overwhelmingly the ones left behind. To the 
anguish of not knowing the fate of a loved one, of not being able to 
complete the process of grieving for a person very likely dead is 
often added the economic hardship that comes with the loss of a 
breadwinner. Women whose husbands have gone missing 
experience many of the same problems as widows, though without 
official recognition of their status. They are regarded as neither 
wives nor widows and lack the legal support widows are entitled to, 



thus jeopardizing their rights to property, inheritance, 
guardianship of children, and the prospect of remarriage. 

Depending on needs and on local constraints, the ICRC can deploy 
a whole range of activities to alleviate the suffering of families. 
Whenever possible, it works closely with the relevant authorities 
and organizations to accelerate the tracing process. It aids in " 
ante-mortem data collection " (dental records, etc.) and the 
forensic process, and covers the transport costs for families of the 
missing to visit exhumation sites. It updates and publishes lists on 
its website of persons reported missing. It organizes meetings with 
family associations to ensure that their interests are represented in 
various forums and assists those associations financially and 
technically. It contributes to psychological support for the relatives 
of missing persons, principally women and their children, and 
promotes education and professional training for them. It also 
encourages governments to adopt measures (information bureaus, 
for example) to provide a public record of deaths and to help 
people separated from loved ones find and be reunited with them 
and to facilitate legal proceedings undertaken by families of 
missing persons. 

Sexual violence – It is essential to respond comprehensively 

to the protection, medical and psycho-social needs of women who 
ha ve suffered sexual violence. One of the most frequent traumas 
that women suffer in wartime, sexual violence, is also one of the 
most complex issues for humanitarian organizations because of the 
taboo and shame associated with it. The ICRC's multi-disciplinary 
approach involves prevention, awareness-raising and protection 
strategies to tackle the causes and consequences of sexual violence, 
while providing victims with timely medical and psychosocial 
support. 

Assistance  

Economic security – The ICRC strives to devise programmes 

that will help women regain autonomy and dignity. It often works 
with women's associations interested in taking part in economic 



programmes. It frequently helps women left alone after an armed 
conflict restore their traditional economic activity, rebuild their 
house or enhance their income-generating capabilities by means of 
other agricultural, pastoral or community-based schemes. 

Reducing exposure to risks – The ICRC takes measures to 

reduce women's exposure to security risks when collecting 
firewood. These include providing food aid and fuel-efficient 
stoves, and technical measures to reduce cooking time. The ICRC 
also repairs wells and other water points to minimize the risk faced 
by women and children (often the traditional water collectors) 
when fetching water outside the village or camp. Before 
undertaking repairs, the ICRC consults the community, especially 
the women, in order to adapt the water points to their needs. 

Mother and child care – In several countries, the ICRC 
is supporting medical facilities that enable women to 
receive curative, ante - and post-natal care, and emergency 
obstetric care as part of a comprehensive health-care strategy. It 
also often sets up immunization programmes for children and 
pregnant women, distributes safe delivery kits to pregnant women 
and raises awareness about safe motherhood practices and the 
advantages of breastfeeding. Providing obstetric training for 
traditional midwives is a key means of improving mother and child 
health. Where health-care facilities are scarce, these midwives are 
a significant source of support for women. 

Rehabilitation – In some cultures women who have suffered 

injuries resulting from landmines are not able to receive care 
owing to cultural restrictions on their freedom of movement, or 
simply owing to a lack of resources. The ICRC aims to ensure that 
women have the same access as men to physical rehabilitation. 
Often the ICRC facilitates or covers the cost of transportation to 
rehabilitation centres and provides vocational training in line with 
the patient's physical abilities. 

War has historically been considered a matter of concern for men 
only – a notion that does not reflect reality. It is now recognized 



that women civilians are increasingly at risk, sometimes even 
specifically targeted. Yet their needs are often overlooked. Effective 
action requires women's own perception of their needs to be 
incorporated into the ICRC's work. It must act in concert with 
them.(4) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(3) http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/women-icrc-

response-020307.htm 



 

Women in Armed Opposition Groups in Africa 
and the Promotion of International 
Humanitarian Law and Human Rights 

 
This report retraces the exchanges and recommendations 
conducted at the 2005 conference held in Addis Ababa on 
how women combatants can help promote humanitarian 
and human rights norms. Two members of the ICRC took 
part as facilitators in this conference organized by the 
NGO Geneva Call and which gathered 40 women 
currently or recently involved in armed opposition 
groups from a dozen sub-Saharan African countries. 

 
 

Full text in PDF format (583kb) About Acrobat PDF files  

 

 

 

 

 

 

(4) http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/women-war-

011006.htm 



Women, armed conflict and international 
law 
30-09-2002 Article, International Review of the Red Cross, No. 
847, by Helen Durham 

 

 

 Helen Durham, is Ph.D. in Law, national IHL Manager, Australian 
Red Cross. The views expressed are purely those of the author and in 
no way reflect the views of the Australian Red Cross. 

 

“IHL takes a particular male perspective on armed conflict, as a 
norm against which to measure equality. In a world where women 
are not equals of men, and armed conflict impacts upon men and 
women in a fundamentally different way, a general category of 
rules that is not inclusive of the reality for women cannot respond 

to their situation.”(5) 

 

Abstract  

 
A number of feminist academics increasingly maintain that 
international humanitarian law (IHL) continues to fail women. The 
authors of an excellent new book entitled Women, Armed Conflict 
and International Law, from which the above quotation is taken, 
have argued this point in an articulate and aggressive manner for 
many years. The crux of the debate is the “all victims” approach 
taken by international humanitarian law and the ICRC, versus a 
specific gender-based analysis of social norms. These two ways of 
grappling with the horrors faced by women in times of armed 
conflict do not sit easily together. Dialogue between their 
respective proponents (feminist academic and operational) can at 
times tend to be disjointed, as the starting points differ. However, 
it must never be forgotten that the general aim of reducing 



suffering is exactly the same for both sides, and that each side has 
something valuable to learn from their divergence of views. 

Full text in PDF format (96 kb)  About Acrobat PDF files  
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(5) 30-09-2002 Article, International Review of the Red Cross, No. 
847, by Helen Durham 

http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/misc/5fldkn.htm 



Households headed by women in Iraq: a 
case for action 

• Download full document PDF 1 MB 

 
This survey was conducted between September and 
December 2010 in five governorates directly affected by 
the conflict. The vast majority (92%) of the women 
interviewed were widows; the others were wives of 
detainees or of men who had gone missing, or divorcees. 
City officials, village heads, religious leaders and local 
NGOs were also interviewed to find out how they viewed 
women heading households.(6) 

• Video: Women-‐headed	  households	  in	  Iraq	  -‐	  a	  case	  for	  action 
On some nights, they sleep in tears. On others, they do 
their best to chase away their nightmares and pray for 
peace of mind. Widows, and women whose husbands are 
missing or detained, suddenly have thrust upon them the 
responsibility of putting food on the table, and the daily 
struggle to keep their children in school. 

Over the past 30 years, armed conflicts and sectarian 
violence have ravaged Iraq, resulting in hundreds of 
thousands of casualties, and in widowed women suddenly 
being in charge of their families. 

Although no official statistics are available, it is estimated 
that there are over one million women in Iraq who must 
head their households. In such a deeply patriarchal 
society, very few women work outside the home. So once 
they lose their breadwinner, their lives undergo drastic 
and fundamental change. 

After the death of their husband, many women find themselves 
obliged to flee to a safer place, away from familiar social networks. 
They seek refuge in their extended families. Often, however, they 



become a burden for their relatives, who are struggling with their 
own economic difficulties. 

Women who suddenly find themselves alone, without an income of 
their own, have to find ways of coping with new and formidable 
difficulties. They find themselves performing tasks traditionally 
assigned to men, striving to make ends meet, very often without 
success. 

Women heading households are particularly vulnerable in a 
country where violence remains widespread. Although Iraqi society 
has become more inclined to accept that these women have to work 
and gain independence, change is slow and job opportunities are 
scarce. By the time the women adapt to their new role as head of 
the family, their children could be plunged into absolute poverty. 

Women heading households are therefore in urgent need of 
support from their community, from humanitarian organizations 
and, most importantly, from the State of Iraq. All eligible needy 
families must receive the monthly welfare allowance they are 
entitled to, in all governorates of Iraq. 

Since 2008, the ICRC has developed a range of programmes, such 
as relief distributions, micro-economic initiatives and support for 
women seeking to register for the social welfare benefit, to help 
meet some of the needs of households headed by women. 

In the last half of 2010, as part of the ICRC's continuing 
assessment of humanitarian needs, ICRC staff carried out 119 in-
depth interviews with families headed by women in Iraq. 

The results of the survey reveal a sad reality, while also providing 
some cause for hope. Above all, they demonstrate the urgent need 
to take action to help these women and their children in order to 
give them a chance for a better future. 

 

 
 



PHOTOS 

 
Khanaqin, Iraq. These two women are the sole breadwinners for 
their families. 
© ICRC / M. Pawlak 

 

Basra, Iraq. Iman, one the participants in the ICRC’s micro-
economic initiative. 
© Ed Ou/Reportage by Getty Images for the ICRC 

 

Khanaqin. Female heads of household recount their experiences. 
© ICRC 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(6) http://www.icrc.org/eng/resources/documents/field-newsletter/iraq-

women-newsletter-2011-08-24.htm 



Women, War & Peace 
 

 

War has always impacted men and women in different ways, but 
possibly never more so than in contemporary conflicts. While 
women remain a minority of combatants and perpetrators of war, 
they increasingly suffer the greatest harm.(7) 

 

In contemporary conflicts, as much as 90 percent of casualties are 
among civilians, most of whom are women and children. Women 
in war-torn societies can face specific and devastating forms of 
sexual violence, which are sometimes deployed systematically to 
achieve military or political objectives. Women are the first to be 
affected by infrastructure breakdown, as they struggle to keep 
families together and care for the wounded. And women may also 
be forced to turn to sexual exploitation in order to survive and 
support their families. 

 

Even after conflict has ended, the impacts of sexual violence 
persist, including unwanted pregnancies, sexually transmitted 
infections and stigmatization. Widespread sexual violence itself 
may continue or even increase in the aftermath of conflict, as a 
consequence of insecurity and impunity. Coupled with 
discrimination and inequitable laws, sexual violence can prevent 
women from accessing education, becoming financially 
independent and from participating in governance and peace 
building. 



 

Moreover, women continue to be poorly represented in formal 
peace processes, although they contribute in many informal ways 
to conflict resolution. In recent peace negotiations, for which such 
information is available, women have represented fewer than 8 
percent of participants and fewer than 3 percent of signatories, and 
no woman has ever been appointed chief or lead mediator in UN-
sponsored peace talks. Such exclusion invariably leads to a failure 
to adequately address women’s concerns, such as sexual and 
gender-based violence, women’s rights and post-conflict 
accountability. 

 

United Nations Resolutions 
However, the UN Security Council now recognizes that women’s 
exclusion from peace processes contravenes their rights, and that 
including women and gender perspectives in decision-making can 
strengthen prospects for sustainable peace. This recognition was 
formalized in October 2000 with the unanimous adoption of 
resolution 1325 on women, peace and security. The landmark 
resolution specifically addresses the situation of women in armed 
conflict and calls for their participation at all levels of decision-
making on conflict resolution and peace building. 

 

Since the agenda was set with the core principles of resolution 
1325, four supporting resolutions have been adopted by the 
Security Council — 1820, 1888, 1889 and 1960. The five 
resolutions focus on three key goals: 

 

•Strengthening women’s participation in decision-making— 
Resolution 1325 (2000) calls for strengthening women’s agency as 
peacemakers and peace builders, including their participation in 
conflict prevention and peace processes, early recovery, 



governance and in peace operations. Resolution 1889 (2009) 
complements 1325 by calling for the establishment of global 
indicators to measure progress on its implementation. 

•Ending sexual violence and impunity — Resolution 1820 (2008) 
calls for an end to widespread conflict-related sexual violence and 
for accountability in order to end impunity. Resolution 1888 
(2009) focuses on strengthening leadership, expertise and other 
institutional capacities within the United Nations and in member 
states to help put an end to conflict-related sexual violence. 

•Provide an accountability system — Resolution 1960 mandates 
the Secretary-General to list those parties credibly suspected of 
committing or being responsible for patterns of sexual violence in 
situations on the Council’s agenda. Relevant sanctions committees 
will be briefed by the Special Representative of the Secretary-
General on Sexual Violence in Conflict, and may take action 
against listed parties. SCR 1960 also calls for the establishment of 
monitoring, analysis, and reporting arrangements specific to 
conflict-related sexual violence. 

Together, these resolutions provide a powerful framework and 
mandate for implementing and measuring change in the lives of 
women in conflict-affected countries. A number of other thematic 
resolutions, policies and legal instruments also overlap and 
complement this agenda. 

 

UN Women’s Approach 

Since the adoption of UN Security Council resolution 1325, UN 
Women’s work on peace and security issues has been driven by its 
goals. UN Women supports projects that focus on increasing 
women’s participation in decision-making, promoting the use of 
gender perspectives in policy development, strengthening the 
protection of women affected by conflict, countering conflict-
related sexual violence, amplifying calls for accountability and 
advancing the status of women in post-conflict settings. 



 

UN Women programming focuses on four key thematic areas:  

 

•Peacebuilding 

•Security & Justice 

•Sexual & Gender-Based Violence 

•Post-Conflict & Humanitarian Planning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(7) http://www.womenwarpeace.org/ 

 



Women, human rights and international 
humanitarian law 

Dr Judith G. Gardam teaches international law, including 
international humanitarian law, at the Law School, University of 
Adelaide, Australia.(8) 

The development in the last 50 years of the principles that 
comprise human rights law has had a major impact on 
international humanitarian law and indeed on international law 
generally [1 ] . In more recent years, the movement for recognition 
of the equal rights of women has been exerting its own influence on 
human rights law and to some effect [2 ] . In 1979, for example, the 
international community adopted the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW), to which 155 States are now party. Consideration is 
currently being given to the adoption of an Optional Protocol that 
will allow for individual and group complaints to be brought before 
the CEDAW Committee. Governmental and non-governmental 
organizations have increasingly focused on women’s human rights. 
As a result, a wide range of studies, reports and recommendations 
on various aspects of the issue is available. The topic of women is 
thus firmly established on the international human rights agenda. 

So much human suffering in today’s world occurs, however, in 
situations of armed conflict, where to a large extent human rights 
are in abeyance, leaving individuals to rely solely on the protection 
offered by international humanitarian law [3 ] . And women are 
major victims in these situations [4 ] . There is now evidence, 
moreover, that women experience conflict in a different way to 
men [5 ] , a phenomenon that is confirmed by those working in the 
field. This distinctive experience, although its effects differ widely 
across cultures depending upon the role of women in each society, 
is related to the particular vulnerability of this group when armed 
conflict breaks out. War exacerbates the inequalities that exist in 
different forms and to varying degrees in all societies, and women 
make up 70 per cent of the world’s population living in poverty [6 ] 



They are, moreover, generally disadvantaged in terms of education 
and are considerably less mobile because of their traditional role in 
caring for others [7 ] . Perhaps most significantly, women are 
generally excluded from access to power structures and 
participation in decision-making with regard to armed conflict. 
They are therefore unable to draw attention to the particular 
difficulties they experience in conflict situations and, moreover, are 
powerless to recommend any preventive action. 

Against that background, the present article considers the extent to 
which the focus on women’s human rights and the advances made 
in the protection of women under human rights law has 
had an impact on international humanitarian law. As will become 
apparent, this impact can be seen primarily in developments 
regarding the criminalization and punishment of sexual violence 
against women in armed conflicts. Broader consideration has yet to 
be given to the question of women, armed conflict and 
humanitarian law. 

The provisions of the law of armed conflict relating to 
women at the time of the adoption of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights  

There were occasional references to the protection of women in 
some of the earliest documents of the law of armed conflict. For 
example, Article XLVII of the Lieber Code punished those 
responsible for the rape of inhabitants of a hostile country [8 ] . 
Until recently, however, sexual violence against women was never 
taken seriously. Rape was not listed as a war crime at Nuremberg, 
despite the high incidence of sexual violence during the Second 
World War. Indictments before the Tokyo Tribunal did contain 
charges of rape and some individuals were convicted for their 
failure to ensure that subordinates complied with the law. 
Moreover, the occupying powers included rape as a war crime in 
the charters of their national courts set up to try offences 
committed in Germany, although no prosecutions were ever 
undertaken on this basis [9 ] . Generally, however, rape and sexual 



violence against women were regarded as an inevitable aspect of 
armed conflict and seldom if ever prosecuted. [10 ]  

The four 1949 Geneva Conventions [11 ] , which at the time of their 
adoption were the major instruments protecting the victims of 
armed conflict (and with their two 1977 Protocols [12 ] remain so 
today), contain some 19 provisions that are specifically relevant to 
women. The scope of these rules is somewhat limited and many of 
them are in fact designed to protect children [13 ] . Overall, the aim 
of the Conventions is to provide special protection for pregnant 
women, nursing mothers and mothers in general and to address 
the vulnerability of women to sexual violence in times of armed 
conflict. 

Significantly, Article 27(2) of the Fourth Geneva Convention 
contains the first provision specifically dealing with rape and 
requires that “[w ] omen shall be especially protected against any 
attack on their honour, in particular against rape, enforced 
prostitution, or any form of indecent assault”. Although this article 
constitutes a long overdue recognition that rape is unacceptable in 
times of armed conflict, the extent and gravity of the practice are 
not acknowledged since the provision falls outside the system of 
grave breaches of international humanitarian law (under this 
system States are obliged to seek out and punish persons 
responsible for failing to observe certain designated provisions of 
the Conventions). Article 27(2) has also been criticized on the 
grounds that, like many of the provisions relating to women, it 
categorizes rape as an attack on the victim’s honor and thus does 
not reflect the seriousness of the offence of sexual violence [14 ] . 
Apart from the protection afforded under such articles, which is 
clearly valuable as far as it goes, any indication that the difficulties 
women experience in armed conflicts might be distinctive and 
encompass wider issues than their roles as mothers and victims of 
sexual violence is not discernible in the provisions of the Geneva 
Conventions. 



To what extent were the provisions of the 1977 Protocols 
relating to women influenced by the human rights 
movement?  

The movement to bring about further improvements in 
international humanitarian law that culminated in the adoption by 
States of the 1977 Protocols owed a great deal to developments in 
the area of human rights. Gerald Draper wrote that progress in the 
law of armed conflict “had come perilously close to stagnation 
before the impact of the movement for a regime of human rights 
was brought to bear” [15 ] . As early as 1956, the ICRC had 
completed a set of Draft Rules for the limitation of dangers 
incurred by the civilian population in time of war. No action was 
taken on these rules. The question of further revision of the law of 
armed conflict was shelved by the international community until 
the work on human rights in peacetime undertaken by the United 
Nations Commission on Human Rights and the UN General 
Assembly began to expand logically into concern for human rights 
in armed conflict. The International Conference on Human Rights 
held in Tehran in 1968 can be seen as a watershed in this 
relationship [16 ] . The final outcome of these initiatives was the 
adoption of the two 1977 Protocols, which have a distinct human 
rights flavour. The Protocols merge the respective principles of the 
so-called law of The Hague and law of Geneva and focus on the 
protection of civilians. [17 ] 

What is the approach of the Protocols to women victims of armed 
conflict? Does the emphasis on protection that underpinned the 
negotiations leading up to the adoption of these instruments and is 
reflected in their final text extend to a recognition of the distinctive 
difficulties women experience in times of armed conflict? 

Overall, the approach to women remains unchanged in the 
provisions of the Protocols. The focus continues to be on protection 
for pregnant women and mothers. In the context of sexual 
violence, Article 76 of Protocol I contains the important 
comprehensive provision specifically protecting women against 



rape, although this practice is still not designated as a grave 
breach. There is no recognition, either in the travaux 
préparatoires or in the provisions themselves, of the other 
distinctive problems women face in armed conflicts. 

Women and human rights  

It would be misleading to represent the existing body of human 
rights law as a satisfactory regime from the perspective of 
women. Commentators have convincingly demonstrated 
the limitations of this law, which does not adequately take 
into account the reality of women’s experience of the 
world [18 ] . However, it is in the context of human rights 
law rather than humanitarian law that more progress has been 
made in recognizing and attempting to meet the as yet 
unaddressed needs of women. [19 ]  

This attention to women’s human rights has had substantial 
implications for international humanitarian law. Indeed, the fact 
that violence against women and strategies to contain it have been 
the focus of much of the work of human rights agencies concerned 
with this group has led to a consideration of the issue in connection 
with armed conflicts, where so much of t he violence against 
women occurs. What have been some of the results of this work? 

The 1993 Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, adopted 
by the United Nations World Conference on Human Rights, 
confirmed that “violations of the human rights of women in 
situations of armed conflict are violations of the fundamental 
principles of human rights and humanitarian law” and that they 
require a “particularly effective response” [20 ] . The Programme 
of Action also stressed that “the equal status of women and the 
human rights of women” should be “integrated into the 
mainstream of United Nations system-wide activity” and “form an 
integral part of United Nations human rights activities.” [21 ] 

This growing movement to address the problem saw the adoption 
by the General Assembly in December 1993 of the Declaration on 
the Elimination of Violence Against Women. The Declaration 



expressly recognizes that women in situations of armed conflict are 
especially vulnerable to violence. [22 ] 

Another important development in the context of women and 
human rights during armed conflicts has been the appointment of 
Special Rapporteurs with mandates covering certain aspects of 
women’s experience of armed conflict. In 1994 the United Nations 
Commission on Human Rights appointed Radhika Coomaraswamy 
as the Special Rapporteur on violence against women, with a 
mandate covering situations of armed conflict. In January 1998 the 
Special Rapporteur submitted her report on the subject, in which 
she recommended, in the context of international wars, that the 
Geneva Conventions be re-examined and re-evaluated so as to 
“incorporate developing norms against women during armed 
conflict” [23 ] . Additionally, in 1995 the United Nations Sub-
Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of 
Minorities appointed Linda Chavez as Special Rapporteur on the 
situation of systematic rape, sexual slavery and slavery-like 
practices during periods of armed conflict. [24 ] 

The Fourth UN World Conference on Women, held in Beijing in 
1995, recognized the seriousness of armed conflict and its impact 
on the lives of women. The Beijing Declaration referred to the 
determination of the participating States to “ensure respect for 
international law, including humanitarian law, in order to protect 
women and girls in particular”. The Conference’s Platform for 
Action identified women and armed conflict as one of the twelve 
critical areas of concern to be addressed by Member States, the 
international community and civil society. A remedial strategy 
identified in the Platform was to “increase the participation of 
women in conflict resolution at decision-making levels and protect 
women living in situations of armed and other conflicts or under 
foreign domination”. 

The process of identifying women’s particular difficulties and 
demonstrating the failure of the law to acknowledge them is thus 
considerably more advanced within human rights bodies than 



within organizations focusing solely on armed conflict. Of course 
action plans, recommendations and proposals need to be 
implemented if they are to be of lasting value. Progress is slow and 
at times disheartening [25 ] . There are, however, positive signs. Of 
particular significance in this context is the very effective work at 
the grass roots level of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees in 
relation to refugee women. [26 ]  

All these efforts, whilst groundbreaking in nature, have 
focused almost exclusively on sexual violence [27 ] . The 
broader context of the problem has been largely ignored. 
However, an exception to this limited view is evident, for 
example, in the work of the Economic and Social Council, 
particularly in relation to Palestinian women and children in 
occupied territories. [28 ]  

The impact on international humanitarian law of 
developments in women’s human rights  

There is no doubt that the work of human rights organizations has 
had a considerable impact on the approach taken to the protection 
of women in times of armed conflict. A change of emphasis over 
recent years can be discerned in the work of the ICRC in this 
context. The protection of women victims of conflict has always 
been part of the ICRC’s mandate. Traditionally, however, women 
have been subsumed under the general category of civilians or 
under the separate category of “women and children”. This has 
occurred despite the fact that the needs of these various categories 
of victims are not identical. 

Over the years, the ICRC has been active in attempts to mitigate 
the horrors of conflict for women. For example, efforts were made 
during the Second World War to ensure the lawful treatment of 
women prisoners of war [29 ] . In the post-war period as well, from 
time to time the ICRC made efforts to ensure that women were 
treated humanely in various conflict situations [30 ] . However, in 
the context of sexual violence — the most obvious way in which 



women experience conflict — the silence was deafening, despite the 
appalling reality of this practice in all armed struggles. 

The invisibility of women and sexual violence rapidly came to an 
end with the events that took place during the armed conflict in the 
former Yugoslavia. Although sexual violence against women had 
been on the agenda of human rights bodies for some years, it was 
this conflict that galvanized the international community into 
action and led to the most significant development of 
humanitarian law attributable to the growing emphasis on 
women’s human rights: the inclusion of rape within the system of 
grave breaches. 

In 1993, as a response to the findings of widespread violations of 
international humanitarian law in the former Yugoslavia, including 
rape and many other forms of sexual violence against women, the 
Security Council set up the International Criminal Tribunal for the 
former Yugoslavia (ICTY) to prosecute persons responsible for 
such acts. One of the issues to be resolved was the place of rape 
within the Statute of the ICTY. In 1992, in the context of what 
constituted a grave breach of international humanitarian law, the 
ICRC had declared that the phrase common to the Geneva 
Conventions and their Protocols, “wilfully causing great suffering 
or serious injury to body or health”, obviously covered not only 
rape but also any other attack on a woman’s dignity [31 ] . This 
added weight to the argument that prevailed with the Commission 
of Experts set up by the Security Council to consider the question 
of the establishment of the ICTY, namely that rape and other 
sexual assaults, although not specifically designated as grave 
breaches in the Conventions and Protocols, constituted “torture or 
inhumane treatment” and acts that “wilfully caus[ed ] great 
suffering or serious injury to body or health” and were thus 
punishable as grave breaches under the Conventions. [32 ]  

In the Statute of the ICTY, however, rape is only specifically 
punishable as a crime against humanity and, to constitute such a 
crime, it must be directed against the civilian population as a 



whole: for it to occur on an individual basis is not sufficient. The 
practice of the Office of the Prosecutor has nevertheless been to 
charge defendants with sexual violence as a war crime and a grave 
breach. [33 ] 

Although the precedential value of the ICTY is limited both by its 
origin as a Security Council measure and by its geographical scope, 
the normative effect of these initiatives is much more widespread. 
Consequently, it will now be difficult to maintain that rape and 
various forms of sexual violence against women committed in 
international armed conflicts are not grave breaches of treaty rules. 
This is a major development of humanitarian law and it can be 
attributed to the growing recognition that women’s human rights c 
all for the prosecution of crimes of sexual violence committed in 
armed conflicts. 

Doubts have nevertheless been expressed, in the context of the 
Rwandan conflict, as to whether the Yugoslav experience indicates 
a lasting reversal of the long tradition of silence and inaction in 
relation to sexual violence against women in armed conflicts. The 
Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women, after hearing of 
the levels of sexual violence in the Rwandan conflict was, in her 
words, “absolutely appalled that the first indictment on the 
grounds of sexual violence at the International Tribunal for 
Rwanda (ICTR) was issued only in August 1997, and then only 
after heavy international pressure from women’s groups”. [34 ] 

Despite these reservations, the criminalization of sexual violence 
against women in internal armed conflicts by the Statute of the 
ICTR is an important development, and owes much to the work of 
human rights activists and commentators. International 
humanitarian law has traditionally distinguished between 
international and internal armed conflicts, concentrating on the 
former. However, the redrawing of the boundaries of human rights 
law has been integral to the implementation of women’s human 
rights and the influence of this approach is now being felt in 
humanitarian law. Any consideration of violence against women 



naturally encompasses international and internal armed conflicts 
without distinction (an increasingly unreal division in any context). 
The Statute of the ICTR reflects this view by providing both that 
rape is punishable as a crime against humanity and that the 
practice falls within the Tribunal’s jurisdiction since, in common 
with enforced prostitution and indecent assault, it is specifically 
designated as a crime under Article 3 common to the Geneva 
Conventions. Breaches of Article 3, the so-called “mini code” for 
internal armed conflicts, have traditionally not been regarded as 
constituting war crimes. 

Further developments in humanitarian law relating to the 
enforcement of the provisions protecting women against sexual 
violence have their genesis in the Yugoslav conflict and the practice 
of the ICTY. It has long been recognized in the context of women’s 
human rights that, to be effective, any enforcement regime for 
prohibitions on sexual violence in armed conflicts must 
incorporate procedural reforms. This view is slowly gaining 
broader acceptance within the international community and some 
progress has been made in taking into account the particular 
concerns of women in the prosecution of sexual offences. Such 
matters as the anonymity of witnesses and victims in trials for 
sexual assault and provision for their support and counseling have 
been addressed by the ICTY [35 ] . However, these changes have 
not been readily accepted. For example, there is a perceived 
conflict between the demands of a fair trial and the protection of 
women as victims and witnesses [36 ] . The two are not necessarily 
inconsistent: what is required is an appropriate balance between 
them [37 ] . Recognition has also been given to the importance of 
equal gender distribution in the composition of enforcement 
tribunals and their support staff. 

The scrutiny by human rights groups of sexual violence against 
women in armed conflicts has translated into a new perception 
that such acts must be addressed by mainstream bodies dealing 
with the enforcement of international humanitarian law. The 
inclusion, within the definition of war crimes and as serious 



violations of Article 3 common to the Geneva Conventions, of 
several forms of sexual violence against women was considered 
during the negotiations of the Statute for the International 
Criminal Court. Other issues of concern to women in relation to 
the enforcement process in general were also discussed in this 
context, such as the gender balance of the Court, protection for 
witnesses and victims, and the investigation of crimes of sexual 
violence. The Commission on the Status of Women, at its March 
1988 meeting called on States to support these initiatives in 
relation to the future International Criminal Court. 

The ICRC has given increasing recognition to the fact that the 
situation of women in armed conflicts poses distinctive challenges 
for humanitarian law. In 1993 the Final Declaration of the 
International Conference for the Protection of War Victims 
expressed alarm at “the marked increase in acts of sexual violence 
directed notably against women and children” and reiterated that 
“such acts constitute[d ] grave breaches of international 
humanitarian law” [38 ] . In 1995 the 26th International 
Conference of the Red Cross and Red Crescent adopted by 
consensus a resolution dealing separately with sexual violence 
against women [39 ] , which condemned this practice, reaffirmed 
that rape in the conduct of hostilities was a war crime and 
highlighted the importance of enforcing the relevant provisions 
and the need to train those involved in such processes. Moreover, 
there is growing acknowledgement of the broader nature of the 
problem, which has not previously been apparent in the work of 
human rights bodies. For example, recent ICRC publications 
emphasize that armed conflict exacerbates inequalities which 
already exist in different forms and to varying degrees in all 
societies. [40 ] 

 

 
 



Woman and War  

 

After years on the fringe of human rights law, the topic of women 
and human rights is nowadays gaining increasing respect as a 
separate area of concern within the mainstream of international 
law. Moreover, although women’s human rights are very much in 
the developmental stage as regards both framework and substance, 
each passing year sees the further elaboration of their guiding 
principles. Yet the new concern being paid to women’s human 
rights and the impact, albeit small, that the issue has so far made 
on humanitarian law have not led to the genera l acknowledgement 
that women’s human rights warrant a special place within the field 
of international humanitarian law. This is, however, only a matter 
of time. Let us hope that such acknowledgement, when it comes, 
will be accompanied by a reassessment of humanitarian law that 
takes into account the actual ways in which women experience 
armed conflict. 
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Conclusion 
Women at War Since the creation of human's, women have never 
had the opportunity to be that a contributing factor in the starting 
or stopping of a war. Not even until recently, was it even 
convincing to hear of women working in a career field in the 
military that had the slightest chance of going into a combat zone. 
When you think about an image of war, what do you see? If you are 
like most, you see a battlefield that is filled with men fighting each 
other and in the distant background are the women. In centuries 
past, men and women have had different responsibilities. It was up 
to the men to get the food and to protect the family while women 
were in charge of taking care of the household. Over time this old 
adage held true, but at the outbreak of World War I, there was a 
need for more manpower so women were being allowed into the 
military to serve in certain career fields. During the buildup for the 
start of America's involvement in World War I, the military was 
trying to solve an emerging manpower crisis. In 1917, Secretary of 
the Navy Josephus Daniels found a small loophole in the Naval 
recruiting regulations. He brought up the question of Is there any 
regulation which specifies that a Navy yeoman be a man? In no 
time at all, the Navy was enlisting women into such fields as clerks, 
radio electricians, chemists, accountants, telephone operators, and 
nurses. This move also got the Army to look at their own recruiting 
openings. When the Army began to recruit women, they decided to 
take a more conservative approach by allowing just nurses as well 
as a small number of occupational therapists and dieticians 
(Women were vital to military success in war). Many other firsts 
came about as a result of World War I. This was the first time that 
both the Army and Navy nurse corps were activated. Physicals 
were being performed on all soldiers. So before they could be 
inducted, they had to be cleared as fit for Service. Because of this, 
women could no longer disguise themselves as soldiers as many 
had done in wars in the past. And this was also the first time that 
women served in the Navy, the Marine Corps, and the Army 
Surgical Corps openly. Laura Frost Smith, a nurse during WW I, is 
the oldest known American veteran still living. World War I is a 
war that marked the first time that women were officially allowed 



to serve in the military. Mrs. Smith, unlike most of her colleagues, 
was able to survive and tell her story of her experience through the 
letters that she had wrote during the war and in a family memoir 
that she had written while in her 90's. Many of these stories tell a 
tale that is fearful to say the least. Do I look bad? the soldier 
pleads. Half his face is gone. Laura Frost hurriedly dresses the raw 
shreds that remain. There are still men moaning on gurneys in the 
rain outside the operating tent. Her hands shake from the chilling 
damp that seeps through the canvas walls. Her thin leather boots 
are coated with mud. Blood is smeared across her nurse's uniform. 
She tries to block out the sound of limbs dropping into enamel 
pails as surgeons saw through mangled flesh and bones. For a 
moment she presses her hand against her eyes. Sometimes the 

men in their misery make her cry (WW I left its enduring 
mark). Even though eighty years went by, she still feels 
emotional and begins to cry whenever she recalls that sight. 
Laura Frost Smith was just one of over 25,000 women that had 
served overseas during World War I. Another 15,000 worked as 
civilians through individual drive or with numerous volunteer 
agencies. Many of these were American nurses who went to serve 
in British, French, Serbian, Russian, and even German 
organizations during the war. Another 13,000 had joined the Navy 
with over 300 enlisting in the Marine Corps. These women did not 
go overseas, but they supported the cause of the war just as 
enthusiastically as those who did. These women worked in 
primarily clerical work. Some however work in other fields. Many 
of these women also made significant contributions through 
various home front efforts. Just a couple of these efforts include 
organizations such as; The Children of the Frontier, which 
collected and shipped money and clothing to France to help the 
children displaced by the war. The American Relief Clearing House 
which collected and distributed hospital supplies and operated the 
American Ambulance Service in France. Unfortunately, of those 
who did serve on combat area, 348 women were killed during the 
war as a result of bombardments or disease (Background on 
Women in World War 1). Although the women served right along 
side the men during the war, many of them were victims of 



discrimination. Nurses serving in the military had to do so in a 
paramilitary status. Because they were women, the military had 
refused to award them rank or benefits that were justified for their 
positions. This was in contrast to their peers in the British military 
that were given both rank and benefits. Unfortunately, 
discrimination was prevalent during that time. While over 
200,000 African American men served in World War I, only about 
a half-dozen women were allowed to serve in the war. This was 
because they were mostly barred from all volunteer organizations 
except for the YMCA. African American women were not allowed 
into the nursing corps until after the war (Background on Women 
in World War 1). For nearly twenty-five years after the end of 
World War I, women began to increase in numbers and in stature 
within the military as World War II kicked off in 1941. Women 
were taking on more important rolls both in the military and at the 
home front to help in every way that they could. One of the big 
ways that they helped on the home front was by taking jobs in ship 
and airplane manufacturing plants. There was a big shortage of 
men within the country during this time because of the war so 
many women felt that they could also do their part for the war 
effort by keeping the assembly lines going and keep the planes 
flying. Women were also given the opportunity to fly these planes 
as well. Originally called WAFS, these women are actually 
considered to be the first women to fly in and pilot military 
aircraft. These women were part of a ferrying squadron that was 
dreamed up and started by a woman by the name of Nancy 
Harkness Love. This soon was renamed to the Women Air force 
Service Pilots or WASP. These women were responsible for the 
delivery of aircraft to their home bases and for ferrying them back 
and forth from the war (Women were vital to military success in 
war). Women also served much like they did during World War I in 
which thousands worked with organizations in the theaters of war. 
Many of these organizations such as the YMCA, the YWCA, the 
American Red Cross, and the Salvation Army literally traveled with 
the soldiers over to Europe to aid in the fight. According to the 
Women's Overseas Service League, an organization started in 1921 
to help those women who have served, says that nearly 90,000 
women would find their way overseas during this war. Of that 



number, about 33,000 were officially assigned with the Army, 
Navy, or Marine Corps (Women were vital to military success in 
war). What, Women Marines? You've got to be kidding. This was 
the first reaction of male Marines that had just been freed from a 
prison camp in the Philippine's in early 1945 (World War II). This 
is because as WW II started, a woman in the Marine Corps was 
something that was unheard of. But on July 30, 1942, the Marine 
Corps Women's Reserve was established and became part of the 
Marine Corps Reserve. Their mission was to provide qualified 
women for duty at all U.S. based establishments in order to release 
the men for combat duty. Things even progressed further by 
February 1943 when American forces disposed of all the enemy 
opposition on Guadalcanal. This was a bitter fight and it soon 
became apparent that many more Marines were going to be needed 
if the war in the pacific was to continue. They soon learned that the 
pride of the Marine Corps was just as strong in women as it was in 
the men, as they all contained that Once a Marine, always a Marine 
mentality. Women officers were soon being given a direct 
commission that was based on their ability and civilian expertise. 
These women did not receive any type of formal indoctrination or 
schooling and went onto active duty immediately. There were over 
two hundred different jobs that these women were assigned too. 
Many of these jobs include, radio operators, parachute riggers, 
drivers, aerial gunnery instructors, control tower operators, auto 
mechanics, and agriculturists. By the time that World War II came 
to a close, eighty-five percent of all the enlisted personnel that were 
assigned to the U.S. Marine Corps Headquarters were women. The 
influence that these women provided to the Marine Corps so great 
that a statue named Molly Marine was built and dedicated in New 
Orleans, Louisiana to honor all the women of the Marine Corps. 
Women also served in the medical field as nurses just as they did 
during World War I. Nurses were a big part of finding some of the 
medical technologies that are used to this day because of the war. 
The wards within the U.S. were greatly reduced in the number of 
experienced nurses on hand and nursing students was actually 
running them. These nurses had to cut the way they were treating 
patients such as those who had just given birth because of the low 
manpower. Before the war, the nurses would do everything to take 



care of the patients from bathing to feeding the infant. When the 
war broke out, the nurses started to have the lower income 
mothers take care of themselves and to breast feed the infants why 
the nurses continued to pamper all the private patients. It didn't 
take long before they noticed the difference between those staying 
in the wards and the private patients. Those in the wards were 
actually happier and the infants were healthier. This started 
precedence all across the country (A psychiatric nurse in the 
Philippines). There are many contributions from nurses overseas 
during World War II that are often overlooked while reclaiming 
women's history. In 1942 when the Japanese took Bataan and 
Corregidor, more than 100 military nurses were captured. Seventy-
seven Army and Navy Nurses were held in Japanese concentration 
camps for a thirty-seven month period. But besides their 
hardships, the women of the Nursing Corps also received 
recognition for their actions. Over sixteen hundred Army Nurses 
and five hundred sixty-five WACS were recipients of these 
decorations. Many women also paid the ultimate sacrifice in the 
service of their country. In fact, more than two hundred Army 
Nurses lost their lives during World War II. Seventeen of those are 
buried in American cemeteries on foreign land. Through all of 
these women have given to their country, they weren't given the 
same treatment or status in the military that was afforded by the 
men. When President Truman signed the Women's Armed Services 
Integration Act in 1948, this perspective had change. Since World 
War I, the role that women have played in the military has grown 
tremendously over time. Today women make up eleven percent of 
the military and are serving in almost all aspects. And it all started 
eighty-three years ago during World War. 
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