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Abstract 

 

 

 The social and political climate of the 1960s and 1970s created an environment 

conducive to debate and reform.  In 1972, the Equal Rights Amendment was passed by Congress 

and by the end of the year, 22 of the 38 required states had approved ratification of the bill.  

American leadership presumed with the popularity of the bill and quick ratification from the state 

legislators, the amendment would become law in no time, providing equality to all American 

women.  In 1982 the bill had failed and the constitutional hopes for female equality presumably 

died with it.  However, there was one group of women who continued to prevail in the face of 

defeat; the female Air Force aviator.  This thesis traces the feminists in the Carter and Reagan 

administrations who crafted legislation and policies for the military that allowed for equality to 

be obtained by the female Air Force pilot. 
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Introduction:  

Captain Marvel and the Female USAF Pilot 

 On March 8, 2019, the United States Air Force (USAF) launched an “origins story” 

television commercial celebrating female pilots.  It starts with the military’s premiere fighter 

aircraft, the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter (JSF), gracefully maneuvering across the sky.  The next 

scene shows one female pilot assessing an older B-52 Stratofortress bomber while a woman’s 

voice in the background declares, “Every superhero has an origin story.”1  During the statement, 

the scene shifts from assessing the old ways of strategic bombing to the future of modern warfare 

with the F-35 JSF; both with women portrayed as the combatant pilots.  The commercial 

continues with action shots of a pilot giving the F-35 JSF full throttle, demonstrating power and 

control over the technology.  

 From the skies to the ground, the commercial captures a panoramic view of multiple 

female pilots with various ethnic backgrounds flying different combat and noncombat aircraft, 

demonstrating diversity within the Air Force.  After the panoramic shot, the narrator’s voice 

returns to state, “we all got our start somewhere”, shifting the scene from the F-35 JSF 

maneuvering to the female pilot’s visor capturing the look of the woman pilot employing the 

aircraft.  The woman’s voice continues, “for us, it was the USAF,” as the image focuses on three 

older female pilots, all of them generals, one of them being famed Major General Jeannie Leavitt 

(Flynn), first female F-15E Eagle pilot.  After the close-up “hero pose” of the three ranking 

female pilots—a pose usually associated with male fighter pilots during the Cold War era to 

demonstrate masculine power and authority—the camera returns to the sky and captures action 

 
1 United States Air Force, USAF Female Fighter Pilots: March 8 Recruitment Campaign Upcoming Movie, March 

8, 2019, https://video.search.yahoo.com/yhs/search?fr=yhs-sz-001&hsimp=yhs-

001&hspart=sz&p=air+force+capt+marvel+commercial#id=2&vid=b542aabd910d4ff148e36bf21a7f9410&action=c

lick. 

https://video.search.yahoo.com/yhs/search?fr=yhs-sz-001&hsimp=yhs-001&hspart=sz&p=air+force+capt+marvel+commercial#id=2&vid=b542aabd910d4ff148e36bf21a7f9410&action=click
https://video.search.yahoo.com/yhs/search?fr=yhs-sz-001&hsimp=yhs-001&hspart=sz&p=air+force+capt+marvel+commercial#id=2&vid=b542aabd910d4ff148e36bf21a7f9410&action=click
https://video.search.yahoo.com/yhs/search?fr=yhs-sz-001&hsimp=yhs-001&hspart=sz&p=air+force+capt+marvel+commercial#id=2&vid=b542aabd910d4ff148e36bf21a7f9410&action=click
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shots of multiple combat aircraft: F-16 Falcons, F-22 Raptors, B-2 Spirit, A-10 Warthog, and the 

B-1 Bone.  The commercial ends with a larger panoramic shot of multiple female combat pilots, 

all standing in the classic “hero pose,” with white bold letters streaming across the shot: “What’s 

your Origin story?” followed by the Air Force’s motto: “Aim High.”2 

 The film, Captain Marvel, was released on March 8, 2019, and within ten days earned 

over $270 million in domestic sales and $524.1 million worldwide.3  The success of the female 

superhero character garnered attention from movie-goers and the national media.  A political 

debate reverberated throughout America regarding the origin story of the solo heroine who began 

her journey as a female fighter pilot in 1995, then was turned into a superhero through exposure 

to an alien substance.  The debate was the role of women fighter pilots and whether female 

heroines could be just as powerful, if not more, so than male superheroes.4  Brie Larson, the 

actress who played Carol Danvers (also known as Captain Marvel), worked closely with USAF 

General Leavitt to garner inspiration from Leavitt’s true life story of becoming the first female 

fighter pilot in 1994.  In a Military.com article dated June 11, 2019, “How Brigadier General 

Jeannie Leavitt Inspired ‘Captain Marvel,’” journalist James Barber interviewed the Marvel 

Executive of Production & Development, Mary Livanos, regarding the collaboration between the 

Air Force and the film’s production team.  Livanos stated, “[General Leavitt] told us about her 

experience coming up through the ranks and becoming a pilot back in the late ‘80s, early ‘90s, 

 
2 United States Air Force, USAF Female Fighter Pilots. 
3 Scott Mendelson, “Why the Success of ‘Captain Marvel’ is Terrific News for ‘Star Wars: Episode IX’”, Forbes 

Magazine, March 19, 2019, https://www.forbes.com/sites/scottmendelson/2019/03/19/box-office-captain-marvel-

brie-larson-star-wars-episode-ix-last-jedi-disney-lucasfilm-solo/#28f36a0a6be6. 
4 Jake Coyle, “Why the Success of ‘Captain Marvel’ is a Defeat for Trolls,” PBS News Hour, March 13, 2019, 

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/arts/why-the-success-of-captain-marvel-is-a-defeat-for-trolls. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/scottmendelson/2019/03/19/box-office-captain-marvel-brie-larson-star-wars-episode-ix-last-jedi-disney-lucasfilm-solo/#28f36a0a6be6
https://www.forbes.com/sites/scottmendelson/2019/03/19/box-office-captain-marvel-brie-larson-star-wars-episode-ix-last-jedi-disney-lucasfilm-solo/#28f36a0a6be6
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/arts/why-the-success-of-captain-marvel-is-a-defeat-for-trolls
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and the trials and tribulations that she faced.  She’s a huge inspiration for the character of Carol 

Danvers.”5 

 Leavitt’s story is inspiring for men and women in America and abroad, showcasing to a 

global audience that female Air Force pilots are symbols of female equality.  The Air Force 

recruitment commercial released their propaganda of a female origin story the same day Captain 

Marvel was released in theaters worldwide.  However, the popularity of the film and the public 

enthusiasm for the USAF female pilots is a story that does not trace its origins to 1994 with 

Lieutenant Jeannie Flynn graduating F-15E Eagle flight school; instead the origin starts almost 

twenty years earlier in 1976.  That year marked the beginning of the female Air Force pilot’s 

journey to equality.  The journey and obstacles Leavitt endured in the late ‘80s as a cadet at the 

United States Air Force Academy (USAFA) and her undergraduate pilot training (UPT) at 

Laughlin Air Force Base in Texas in 1992, were the culmination of decades of continued social 

experiments on gender integration in the armed forces.  Leavitt’s ability to become the first 

female fighter pilot can be attributed to numerous factors: the policies and legislations 

established by feminists in the 1970s under President Jimmy Carter in conjunction with the fight 

for ratifying the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) and grassroots politics, the continued removal 

of social barriers by feminists in the name of national security under Reagan, and women 

proving their worth in combat during the First Gulf War. 

 The prelude to the USAF female pilot starts with World War Two (WWII) and the US 

War Department’s operational experiment in the form of female aviators with the Women’s 

Airforce Service Pilots (WASP).   In September 1942, facing a critical shortage of male pilots, 

the War Department established the Women’s Auxiliary Ferrying Squadrons (WAFS) with 

 
5 James Barber, “How Brigadier General Jeannie Leavitt Inspired ‘Captain Marvel,’” Military.com, June 11, 2019, 

https://www.military.com/daily-news/2019/06/11/how-brigadier-general-jeannie-leavitt-inspired-captain-

marvel.html. 

https://www.military.com/daily-news/2019/06/11/how-brigadier-general-jeannie-leavitt-inspired-captain-marvel.html
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2019/06/11/how-brigadier-general-jeannie-leavitt-inspired-captain-marvel.html
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Nancy Love as the director.  Under Love, the WAFS pilots ferried all the aircraft in the U.S. 

Army Air Forces (AAF) inventory, including bombers, cargo, and pursuit (fighter) airplanes, 

from factories to air bases around the country.  In August 1943, the WAFS were absorbed into 

the WASP and Jackie Cochran became the director with Nancy Love working under her 

administratively.  From 1942-1944, the WASP ferried aircraft, test piloted new technology, and 

instructed new aviation cadets [both male and female].  The women were civilian contractors 

wearing military uniforms instructing and flying military aircraft for the War Department.  

Throughout the two years of the WASP program, approximately 1,100 female pilots were trained 

and flew missions across the United States, freeing up male pilots to fly overseas in combat.6  On 

February 17, 1944, a House sponsored bill, House Resolution (H.R.) 4219, went before Congress 

with the intent of militarizing the WASP.   

General Henry Harley “Hap” Arnold, Commanding General of the USAAF, was a 

proponent of the WASP and saw value in the female pilots.  On March 22, 1944, Arnold testified 

before the House Committee on Military Affairs regarding H.R. 4219, stating “he hoped to 

expand the WASP sufficiently to replace every man in the AAF [on flying duty in the US] 

qualified for overseas service.”7  But an oppositional campaign to H.R. 4219, led by civilian 

flight instructors and male students in flight school, claimed there was no need to militarize 

women to create pilots if there was already an untapped source of manpower available for 

ferrying missions.  This “untapped resource” was some 36,000 men on aviation cadet training 

status awaiting military flight training, part of the Civil Aeronautics Administration-War 

 
6 Doris L. Rich, Jackie Cochran: Pilot in the Fastest Lane (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2007), 109-

116. 
7 Chauncey E. Sanders, “Legislation Relating to the AAF Personnel Program 1939-1945,” Army Air Forces 

Historical Studies no. 16 (May 1946) 27, U.S. Air Force Historical Archives, Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama, 

101-16. 
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Training Service (CAA-WTS).  When the bill was put to vote it was defeated, 188 to 169.8  The  

1,100 or so women already flying ferrying missions with the WASP lost to the 36,000 men 

enrolled in the CAA-WTS program. Other attempts were made to militarize the WASP and 

create an all-female aviation branch within the Army; however, after the defeat of H.R. 4219, 

such efforts never received the same level of consideration as the original bill.  The WASP were 

dissolved in 1944, and the dream of having women Army officers serve as aviators was no 

longer attainable.  It would take another thirty-two years before women entered military cockpits 

as pilots, but at least this time in 1976, they would not be civilian contractors in an operational 

experiment for the War Department.  Instead, they would be active duty military officers amidst 

a social experiment for equality. 

 While there is substantial literature regarding the topics of gender integration in the 

military, the ERA, and civilian and military policy makers, and military policymaking in the 

1970s-1990s, few scholars have considered all three as interrelated aspects in the story of 

increased opportunities for American women.  Scholarship written in the 1980s examining 1970s 

social politics, such as Betty Glad’s Jimmy Carter (1980), focused on Carter and his 

administration’s failures, with limited time to assess whether his policies were truly failures.  

Later scholarship reevaluated Carter and the ERA policy failures as seen in John Dumbrell’s The 

Carter Presidency (1995).  Literature about Reagan published in the 1990s was celebratory, 

praising him for ending the Cold War and strengthening the American economy and military.  

While praising Reagan, political historical narratives in the 1990s, like Douglas Brinkley’s The 

Unfinished Presidency (1998), began to portray policy and legislative reforms crafted by Carter 

as strategic long-term visionary policies that eventually achieved success under later 

administrations.  In the 2000s, with the emergence of re-evaluation narratives surrounding Carter 

 
8 Sanders, “Legislation Relating to the AAF Personnel Program 1939-1945,” 28. 
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and his policies, new scholarship such as David T. Critchlow’s Phyllis Schlafly (2005), examine 

social and political figures responsible for the shifts in politics that contributed to Carter’s 

failures and the rise of Reagan with the assistance of New Right politics, as seen with Steven F. 

Hayward’s The Real Jimmy Carter (2004).  In the past ten years, scholars like Marjorie Spruill 

with Divided We Stand (2017), have crafted more holistic narratives encompassing significant 

events within social histories to isolate shifts within public sentiment, complicating the question 

of whether Carter had failed to achieve female equality in America. 

 The leading scholar who integrates social politics, American public sentiment, and the 

actions of military policy makers into the historical conversation about female equality in the 

military is Jeanne Holm.  Her books Women in the Military (1982), and Women in the Military: 

Unfinished Revolution (1992) are still used today by those seeking to explain gender integration 

in the military and the role the ERA and social politics played in 1970s and 1980s efforts to 

obtain some degree of equality.  Holm’s scholarship is thorough, but she makes no attempt to 

describe the USAF female pilot as a symbol of female equality in America.  Her inability to link 

the USAF female pilot to achieving equality in America could be due to her not wanting to make 

such a controversial statement during a time when women in the armed forces were all fighting 

to obtain full equality with their male peers.  For the purpose of this Master Thesis, full equality 

in the military means not only equal pay and equal benefits, but also being afforded opportunities 

to participate in the primary mission of the military branch one serves—fighting in combat—

without job restrictions such as combat exclusionary laws that restrict women from certain 

positions simply because of their biological sex.  

 In addition to legislative reforms, war and society, technology, and feminism are 

intricately linked to the story of gender integration in the military and the USAF female pilot 
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achieving female equality.  Society influences the constructs of the military, which in turn 

impacts how war is fought.  Gender integration within the military was, and remains, a topic of 

discussion amongst civilian political institutions, the military, and the American public.  In US 

Civil-Military Relations After 9/11 (2011), military studies political historian Mackubin Thomas 

Owens argues the relationship of civil and military leadership is dynamic based on society’s 

political climate.9  Society’s ideals shape the social, economic, and legislative reforms which 

impact the military institution.  The debates presented in this Master Thesis demonstrate 

society’s role in developing legislation that shaped gender integration policies within the 

military.  This Master Thesis also highlights the role played by political institutions, such as the 

Congressional and Presidential offices, that crafted policies that influenced society’s political 

ideals.  Lastly, this Master Thesis supports Owens’s ultimate argument that the triad of society, 

civilian political leadership, and military leadership are constantly transforming based on the 

ideals developed by all three.  There is no military without a society to protect, and that society’s 

ideals are reflected within civilian political institutions that control the military. 

 The hardware and software of technology is also shaped by war and society.  Technology 

can be used as a tool for political debate, which was the case for the USAF female pilot.  In the 

article “Experiment in the Cockpit” (2003), historian Katherine Sharp Landdeck claims the 

airplane was used in World War II as a tool for society’s debate on the role of women in 

America.10  One of many questions she raises is: should women be allowed to use technology 

like men in America?  Landdeck’s scholarship proves technology, specifically the airplane, is 

gender neutral; society dictates the operator of the machine.  This Master Thesis demonstrates 

 
9 Mackubin Thomas Owens, US Civil-Military Relations After 9/11—Renegotiating the Civil-Military Bargain, 

(London: A&C Black, 2001), 1-10. 
10 Katherine Sharp Landdeck, “Experiment in the Cockpit: The Women Airforce Service Pilots of World War II,” 

The Airplane in American Culture, ed by Dominick A. Pisano, (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 

2003), 165-169. 
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the political debate throughout the 1970s, 80s, and early 90s centered on both who can and 

should operate technology in name of equality.   

 Feminists played a significant role in steering the political debate within society in 

regards to gender integration in the military.  The word feminist is a dynamic term that can have 

varying definitions depending on the scholar.  In The Grounding of Modern Feminism (1987), 

historian Nancy Cott defines feminism in three parts: sex equality or opposition to established 

sex hierarchy; the woman’s condition in society is socially constructed and not biologically 

determined; and lastly “gender group identity,” as“women” and what defines these women is 

shaped by their experiences. 11  In The Republican War Against Women (1998), Tanya Melich 

co-founder of the National Women’s Political Caucus and former Republican, argued that 

feminism defined feminists in both the Republican and Democratic party.  She emphasized the 

role of party politics influencing the road to “individual freedom” regardless of sex and race.  

Gender and politics historian Marjorie Spruill took the definition of feminism and demonstrated 

how dynamic the term is and how its definition changed with the women’s movement in the 

1970s.  According to Spruill, feminism as a political force, peaked in 1977 with the 26 planks 

(political reforms that varied in social, economic, and legal areas) presumed to be what every 

American wanted.  This was not the case and the American public subsequently voiced its 

opinion (and cast its votes) in ways that revealed there were many ways to define female 

equality.12  This Master Thesis borrows from all three scholars and defines feminists as 

individuals—men and women from all political backgrounds—who actively pursue sex equality 

 
11 Nancy F. Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 4. 
12 Marjorie J. Spruill, Divided We Stand: The Battle Over Women’s Rights and Family Values That Polarized 

American Politics, (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2017), 1-10. 
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in America, regardless of whether they self-identify with the term “feminist.”  In other words, 

actions speak louder than labels. 

 This Master Thesis contributes to exploring the complicated reality behind “origin 

stories” predicated on 1970s and 1980s social and political movements and links the first female 

fighter pilots in 1994 to opening other opportunities to further gender integration in the armed 

forces.  The ERA was used as a tool to create opportunities for women in the military, 

specifically in the USAF aircraft cockpit.  When the ERA failed, the by-products of female 

equality, such as the female Air Force pilot, along with other aspects of gender integration in the 

armed forces, should have stalled or disappeared as well.  Instead, she transcended the death of 

the amendment.  This scholarship proves that the feminists in the Carter and Reagan 

administrations produced long-term visionary reforms amidst (and in spite of) the failure of the 

ERA.  The feminists within the administrations thus created a powerful symbol of female 

equality in America: the USAF female pilot. 

 Chapter one, “Carter’s Social Experiment,” examines the social and political movements 

in the 1960s and 1970s associated with grassroots politics that changed America’s perceptions on 

gendered roles.  Leading grassroots activist Phyllis Schlafly rallied American conservatives 

under pro-family and anti-ERA campaigns to combat what she perceived to be radicalized ideals 

of traditional and nontraditional social roles crafted by feminists in pursuit of Constitutional 

equality.  Schlafly shifted the popular use of grassroots activism associated with Civil Rights and 

anti-Vietnam War protests in the 1960s, using this approach to attack the feminist movement that 

threatened traditional gendered roles in public and private spheres in the 1970s.  Carter’s 

administration crafted military gender integration policies in the late 1970s to fight Schlafly and 

her grassroots organizations--STOP-ERA (Stop Taking Our Privileges) and the Eagle Forum—in 
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the name of ERA ratification.  Carter’s administration failed to achieve ERA ratification during 

his tenure as president; however, his administration succeeded in establishing legislation that 

dismantled gendered barriers in the armed forces and thus paved a way for women in America to 

gain equality despite the failure of the ERA. 

 Chapter two, “Reagan’s Silence,” explores the actions and decisions made or not made 

that allowed for further advancement of women in the military, specifically the female Air Force 

pilot, during an era of New Right prominence.  Reagan’s public silence towards women’s 

equality after the defeat of the ERA was deafening.  Throughout his first term, Reagan utilized 

parts of Schlafly’s rhetoric as his own in crafting his strategic plan for female equality in 

America.  Reagan championed female equality through equity and focused on winning a second 

term in office versus enacting a policy that actually provided women in America equality.  The 

1980 presidential election revealed a Gender Gap in national politics, demonstrating women had 

a political voice that voted on the issues and not on party loyalties.  The feminists within the 

Republican and Democrat Parties proved to be a formidable force.  They successfully enabled 

continued progress for female equality in America, as evident with the continued existence and 

changing roles for female Air Force pilot.  The involvement of female Air Force pilots in US 

military intervention in Grenada in 1983 was the first of many combat-related events that women 

took active parts in but were never recognized until high-level leadership felt compelled, upon 

retiring from the military, to break the silence.  Instead of stopping gender integration in the 

military, Reagan publicly acknowledged women were needed in order to rebuild and strengthen 

an all-volunteer force against the Communist threat.  The policies enacted by the feminists 

embedded throughout Reagan’s administration and during his eight years in office continued to 
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remove barriers for women in the military, contrary to the New Right’s political and social 

agenda. 

 Finally, chapter three, “Fight for Combat,” evaluates key events that led up to the First 

Gulf War (1990-1991) and the Tailhook Scandal (1991).  These events tested the policies 

implemented by the Carter and Reagan feminists.  Both events played significant roles in the 

military and the American public in reassessing gender roles in the military, specifically the 

USAF female pilot.  With the repealing of Title X combat exclusionary laws in 1991 and the 

implementation of new Defense Department policy for female aviators in 1993, the Air Force 

female pilot achieved three victories.  First, she achieved full legislative equality with her male 

peers.  Second, previously closed aviation-coded jobs that executed combat-related missions 

were finally open to women.  Finally, the victory for the Air Force female pilots established a 

new experimental course for sister branches to follow in order to obtain full legislative equality  

by 2016. 
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Chapter 1:  

Carter’s Social Experiment: The Conception of the USAF Female Pilot 

 On a warm summer day in San Antonio, Texas, the sky looked inviting.  With the skies 

calling, ten female active duty Air Force officers arrived to explore the vast blue frontier by 

starting their flight screening program at Hondo Municipal Airport.  On August 26, 1976, 

Captains Connie Engel, Kathy La Sauce, Mary Donahue, Susan Rogers, and Christine Schott; 1st 

Lieutenants Sandra Scott, and Victoria Crawford; 2nd Lieutenants Mary Livingston, Carol 

Scherer, and Kathleen Rambo began their journey to become the first female pilots in the United 

States Air Force.13  They spent three weeks taking ground courses learning basic aviation 

academics and flew ten flights in a militarized Cessna 172, the T-41 Mescalero, to prove they 

could learn and execute flight.14  These women were pioneers in the Air Force and America.   

 The women were the first ten to be placed in the Air Training Command (ATC) test 

program established by Air Force Chief of Staff General David C. Jones and ATC Commander 

General John W. Roberts in 1976.  These women’s mission, when they entered Williams Air 

Force Base, Arizona on September 26, 1976, was to prove the social experiment of female 

equality could become a reality.  The women entered undergraduate pilot training (UPT) Class 

77-08 with 36 male undergraduate peers knowing the only thing keeping them from earning their 

wings was finishing the 49-week course, flying 90 hours in the Cessna T-37 Tweet twin-engine 

jet trainer followed by 120 hours in the Northrop T-38 Talon twinjet supersonic jet trainer.15 

 Six days later another journey took root, one month before election day.  On October 2, 

1976, Governor Jimmy Carter gave a speech to the US National Women’s Agenda Conference in 

 
13 “UPT Class 77-08,” Women in Aviation International, https://www.wai.org/pioneers/2016/upt-class-77-08. 
14 “Hondo Air Base,” https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Hondo_Air_Base. 
15 US Department of Defense, USAF Air Training Command, History of the Air Training Command, 1977, Vol. 1, 

17 July 1978, US Air Force Historical Archives, Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama, K220-01. 

https://www.wai.org/pioneers/2016/upt-class-77-08
https://military.wikia.org/wiki/Hondo_Air_Base
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Washington, D.C.  The conference was very important to Carter and his domestic agenda, 

focusing on ratifying the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) to the US Constitution.  The 

conference brought together some 100 women’s organizations from 28 states under the banner of 

providing full equality to women in America.  Carter, the only presidential candidate to address 

the group, declared, “If I become President, I am determined to tear down the walls that have 

kept you out of the decision-making and policy-making participation in our government.”16  By 

1975 the ratification process had begun to slow down, only garnering one state, North Dakota, 

ratifying the amendment.  In 1976, not a single state ratified the ERA, leaving the total states 

ratifying the bill to 34 out of the required 38.  That same year, Jimmy Carter was elected the 39th 

president of the United States of America, with the hope the final push to ratify the ERA would 

be achieved during his administration.17 

 Thus, 1976 marked the beginning of two journeys, one establishing a baseline for future 

women in the United States Air Force (USAF) and the armed forces, the other ending with the 

failure of the ERA.  How did one road to equality continue while the other flatlined?  Civilian 

and military women believed the ERA was the constitutional means to achieve full equality.  The 

Carter administration fought to achieve ERA ratification by appointing feminists in key positions 

throughout the administration to implement policies that would enable female equality.  In 1978, 

the administration recognized the ERA was failing and instituted gender reforms throughout 

society to establish avenues for female equality outside of constitutional overhaul; this was 

evident with the military and the female Air Force pilot.  The ERA was used by the Carter 

administration’s feminists as a tool for social reform, knowing the amendment was doomed to 
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failure.  The feminists used the authority they had in key government positions to institute gender 

policies.  The female Air Force pilot, a symbol of female equality, is a by-product of the Carter 

administration’s legislative and policy reforms.   

Background: 1960s and 1970s politics 

 The social and political climate of the 1960s and 1970s created an environment 

conducive to debate and reform.  Historian Joshua Zeitz argues, “the litany of feminist political 

achievements in the 1970s is impressive by any measure.”  These include the Equal Pay Act of 

1963, the Title IX Education Amendments Act of 1972, the Equal Credit Opportunity Act of 

1974, and the most controversial, the ERA.18  In the early 1970s, the women’s liberation 

movement seemed to be favored by both Republicans and Democrats.  On October 12, 1971, 

Congress overwhelming approved the ERA 354 to 23, on March 22, 1972, the Senate voted 

approval 84 to 8, and within the year 22 of the required 38 states voted to ratify the 

amendment.19   

 In Divided We Stand, historian Marjorie Spruill argues “support came from every side, 

from Democrats and Republicans, the left and the right…[feminist and civil rights advocate, 

New York Congresswoman] Bella Abzug told the press that the ‘overwhelming margin of 

passage of the ERA’ affirmed ‘the significance of women as a new and powerful force’ in 

national politics.”20  The amendment represented another win for social, civil, and political 

activists nationwide, promising to bring equality to women in America, a vital victory for 

second-wave feminism of the 1960s.21  In 1973, the Supreme Court legalized abortions.  But the 
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mid-1970s also saw an emergence of conservative, “New Right” grassroot activists in response 

to these liberal social reforms.22  

 Many factors contribute to the rise of New Right conservative politics in the 1970s—the 

failing economy, the energy crisis, eroding public support for the Vietnam War, Cold War 

tensions with the Soviet Union in the Middle East and Asia, the perceived liberal attack on the 

traditional family construct, and political scandals like Watergate—that fed the American 

public’s distrust of big government.23  In 1976, a Democrat outsider to Washington, D.C., 

Georgia’s Governor Jimmy Carter, was elected into office.  The hope was that he could fix the 

inflated economy with a 19.3 percent unemployment rate, strengthen America’s foreign policy in 

post-Vietnam era, and continue to achieve equality for all Americans regardless of race and 

gender.24  Political historian John Dumbrell argues in The Carter Presidency that President 

Carter’s ‘outsider’ motto made him an appealing candidate to American voters.  Carter attacked 

the Nixon-Ford legacy as one that allowed corrupt Washington, D.C. long-time politicians to 

wheel and deal illegal activities in the name of national politics or society’s best interest.  He 

blamed “big government and bloated bureaucracy…Washington itself,” for the failures of 

America.25  His religious faith was an added appeal to the outsider mantra.  Conservatives in 

America were drawn to his Christian convictions and both liberal and conservative voters were 

attracted to his promise to be truthful to a nation that was hurt by political secrets and scandals.26  

In The Real Jimmy Carter, political historian Steven F. Hayward claims “Carter ran as a 
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conservative—when it suited him…describing his philosophy as ‘benevolent conservatism’ or 

‘enlightened conservatism.’”27   

Fight for ERA: Phyllis Schlafly vs. the feminists 

 The fight for the ERA ratification proved to be a fierce battle for the Carter 

administration and women’s liberation groups such as National Organization for Women (NOW) 

and the Women’s Equity Action League (WEAL).  In 1972, 22 states quickly ratified the 

amendment, joined by eight more in 1973.  In 1974, the pace began to slow with just three states 

ratifying the amendment.  In 1975, only one state ratified the amendment, in 1976 no state voted 

to ratify, and in 1977 Indiana ratified, leaving the count stalled at 35 out of the required 38 

states.28  This trend is attributed to a counter offensive by a conservative women’s grassroots 

group, Stop Taking Our Privileges-ERA (STOP-ERA), established in 1972.  Led by right-wing 

Republican Phyllis Schlafly, STOP-ERA organized and campaigned to fight the ratification of 

the amendment.  In Phyllis Schlafly and Grassroots Conservatism, American political historian 

Donald T. Critchlow argues, “the ERA issue introduced large numbers of Christian women to 

politics and tapped into their fears that their values were being threatened by the secular left.”29  

Schlafly, a veteran political organizer, used her writing, speaking, and political and legislative 

insight to develop a campaign strategy to combat ERA ratification.  Spruill states, “Friends and 

foes alike believed without her adroit leadership of the anti-ERA movement, the amendment 

would have been quickly ratified.”30 
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 In 1975, the year the ERA began to slow in its ratification process, capturing only one 

state for approval, Schlafly founded the Eagle Forum, a pro-family, conservative, national 

organization that participates in public policymaking processes that affect the traditional family 

constructs.31  The Eagle Forum is an organization that was created to continue advocating pro-

family policies after the ERA timeline, whereas STOP-ERA’s sole mission was to defeat ERA 

ratification.  STOP-ERA believed the foundation of the traditional family was under attack by 

the ERA.  The preponderance of opponents of the ERA were Christian conservatives who valued 

traditional gender roles and family values.  Many believed that the amendment threatened the 

liberties and freedoms that were already part of their way of life: the ability to be a stay-at-home 

mother and housewife if one wanted. Homosexuality became a bigger issue in 1977, when sexual 

politics became more pronounced in national politics.  The leading oppositional point to the 

ERA, however, was the military draft.  Spruill claims “the military draft issue loomed large in 

anti-ERA literature from the outset…future conscription [of women] was one of the most 

effective as well as irrefutable arguments offered against the ERA.”32  Timing did not help this 

issue either.  On the heels of the Vietnam War, anti-ERA advocates used the carnage and body 

bag count widely, known to the world, to make compelling emotional arguments for liberal and 

conservative Americans, Republican and Democrat alike, to identify drafting women into the 

armed forces as an unwanted consequence of true “equal rights.” 

 In the late 1960s, Schlafly crafted The Phyllis Schlafly Report, a monthly publication to 

convey her messages, discussing political topics of interests and telling her followers what they 

could do to make political changes at the state level.  In addition to her reports she created 

images, tactics, and avenues of education to unify anti-ERA activists nation-wide.  She dressed 
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to match the image of a doting housewife, wearing a fitted conservative dress, hair pinned up in a 

feminine updo, and make-up to accentuate her feminine features.  In addition to her carefully 

crafted physical appearance, she spoke eloquently to her opposition using calm tones, simplistic 

rhetoric, and with a smile on her face while utilizing respectful etiquette to articulate anti-ERA 

sentiment.  As Spruill states, “her admirers saw her as the embodiment of a lady.”33  Schlafly 

used social and legal ramifications of the ERA to unify the variety of opponents to the bill.  In 

the process, she became the national symbol of traditional gender roles in America, a reflection 

of middle-class suburbia and rural environments.  Critchlow states the women supporting 

Schlafly and her cause “brought to the anti-ERA movement…an ability to talk to state 

legislatures…without appearing threatening.”34 

 Schlafly became a social and cultural icon in the 1970s with her strategic grassroots 

conservative group STOP-ERA.  Her message resonated with Americans.  Critchlow argues “if 

this was the age of liberation, it was equally the age of reaction.”35  In 1975, Schlafly signed a 

five-year deal to be a regular commentator for Spectrum, a nationally broadcasted radio program 

owned by CBS, to represent the growing New Right Conservatives in America.36  The five year 

period corresponded to the time remaining to ratify the ERA.  In 1978, she was named as “one of 

the 25 most influential women in the United States,” by the World Almanac.  In the 1980 

presidency campaign, she was selected to serve on Ronald Reagan’s Defense Policy Advisory 

Board, giving speeches across the nation promoting Pro-Family, New Right Conservative 

rhetoric.37  Schlafly and her anti-ERA supporters used current events and emotionally charged 
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potential consequences of the amendment’s legislation to combat the bill, and saw tangible 

results in 1975 and 1976. 

 What changed in 1975 to cause a shift in state legislative attitudes in ratifying the ERA?  

Nothing…except for the fact Schlafly and her anti-ERA movement were successful in paralyzing 

the amendment by invoking the threat of the draft.  The military draft and the potential for 

women—daughters and mothers—to be involuntarily drafted for service to fight a foreign war 

and come back in a body bag, as had happened to young men during the increasingly unpopular 

Vietnam War, was not a tolerable idea amongst Americans.  The American public was not ready 

for women to be combatants; this was evident in public debates surrounding the amendment in 

1973.  On Sunday, February 25, 1973, Phyllis Schlafly and Representative Patricia Schroeder 

(D-Colorado) had a heated debate on the ABC news program Issues and Answers.  During their 

discussion of the ERA and reasons for and against ratifying the amendment, Schlafly called out 

Schroeder and America’s political institutions regarding the draft.  Schlafly argued that 

Americans didn’t want to see women go to combat because of a legal stipulation surrounding the 

draft.  She stated “we have had a draft for 33 years and we have had three bloody wars that 

nobody expected, and most of the time the politicians were promising peace.”38 

 Schroeder countered by pointing out “right now Congress could draft women anyway 

[without the ERA]…we are entering a new phase because of technology in the whole fighting of 

wars.  It is more a push-button type of war.”39  Schlafly then jumped in with the Vietnam War 

and the number of men taken as prisoners of war (POW) on the backs of technology [such as 

pilots shot down over enemy territory] and the thousands who had died because of technological 

innovation.  The moderator injected the question, does the ERA require women to be included 
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with the draft?  Schroeder cut off the moderator before he could finish his question and stated 

matter-of-factly “That is right.  We will have to put laws in that apply to males and females 

equally.”40  Schlafly saw her opening and asked the controversial question of whether Schroeder 

wanted to draft women.  Schroeder tried to equivocate by explaining what equality meant for 

both men and women when the moderator injected “Do you think that is desirable?”41  Schroeder 

answered swiftly with a simple yes, and the moderator once again asked the question but with 

two more important nouns, “that a woman in combat is a desirable thing?”42  These two words—

'woman’ and ‘combat’—stressed the magnitude of the American public’s acceptance of the 

social and civil reforms promised by the ERA. 

Fight for ERA: The Air Force and the beginning of the USAF female pilot 

 Representative Patricia Schroeder, a feminist, advocated for Congress to approve the 

ERA in 1972, and within the same year started a three-year battle with the Department of 

Defense to make the military service academies gender integrated.  During 1972-73, two young 

women were denied admission into the Naval and Air Force Academies on the basis of sex, as 

females were not authorized admittance into these institutions.  Democratic Representatives Don 

Edwards and Jerome Waldie, both of California, sued the Secretary of Defense on behalf of the 

two women seeking nominations.43  Additionally, the United States Air Force Academy 

(USAFA) was receiving inquiries from numerous Congressional leaders on this issue.  Schroeder 

queried the Superintendent, Lieutenant General Albert P. Clark, regarding the denial of females 

to the service academy.  According to the USAFA staff meeting minutes, the Superintendent 

responded with a letter dated 28 September 1973, in which he provided the same answer that 
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other service academy Superintendents, along with their branches’ Secretaries, were conveying 

to Congress.  The message was clear and straightforward: the service academies’ mission was to 

produce combat leaders, and women were not authorized to fill combat positions.  Until 

Congress made legislative changes to Title X combat exclusionary rules, the admission of female 

cadets to the service academies would never happen.44  This exchange in September 1973 

generated the civil lawsuits of Congressional representatives versus the Secretary of Defense. 

In 1973, the American public watched Representative Schroeder and Mrs. Schlafly 

debate the role of women and the draft as well as Congress and the Department of Defense fight 

over whether women should attend military education institutions whose sole stated mission was 

to create combat leaders.  Additionally, 1973 was the year the draft was discontinued and the 

military became an all-volunteer force (AVF).  In 1975, President Gerald Ford took a giant leap 

forward for women in America and in the armed forces by authorizing female integration into 

the service academies starting fall semester in 1976, by signing the appropriations bill [Public 

Law (PL) 94-106] on October 7, 1975.  With women admitted to the service academies, the next 

logical policy reform was allowing females to enter undergraduate pilot training (UPT).  In 

October 1975, Air Force Chief of Staff General David C. Jones verbally requested a test program 

for training and utilizing females as pilots in the Air Force.45  The significance of Jones making a 

verbal request for a test program is there are no physical documents that prove the Air Force was 

preparing for women in UPT.  After Congress approved the ERA in 1972, the Air Force planned 

ahead for integrating gender into the service academies in 1973, as evident with the USAFA’s 
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Operations Plan 7-73, the “Contingency Plan for Integration of Females into the Cadet Wing, 

dated 10 December 1973.”46  However, the issue regarding integrating women into the cockpit 

was not strategically planned like integrating women into service academies.  In a 1985 

interview, General Jones was asked if there were any preparations for placing women into pilot 

training prior to 1975, as there was preparation for women attending the service academies.  

Jones stated: “It was discussed, but I don’t remember any big thing on it.”47  With Ford 

approving women’s entrance into the service academies on October 7, and Jones making a verbal 

request the same day, one can assume that the Air Force and the President were not on the same 

long-term strategic plan of full gender integration.   

 General Jones and the Air Force was not planning on women attending UPT in 1976.  

The actions and contingency plans crafted in the early 1970s proves the Air Force was preparing 

for women to attend the service academy, not for them to join initial flight training in preparation 

to perform the service’s primary mission: flight.  The ERA was a powerful tool in providing 

opportunities for women in the military, specifically the Air Force.  The argument used for not 

allowing females in the service academies was the primary mission of the institutions: to create 

future combat leaders.  Women could not fill positions that would allow for them to operate in 

combat.  The conversations were being held behind closed doors in the Pentagon regarding 

females flying in the Air Force, this was evident throughout multiple Congressional hearings.  

One particular hearing on July 18, 1974, Representative Pete Stark (D-California), stated: “the 

principal reason for barring women from the academies is the prohibition against their 
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participation in combat.”48  In the same hearing famed aviatrix and former Director of the 

Women’s Air Force Service Pilots (WASP), Jacqueline Cochran, was used as the leading 

example for why women should be given the opportunity to attend the academies.  

Representative Charles H. Wilson (D-California) observed, “Cochran is the perfect example as to 

why we should admit women…her [military flight] record proves what women can do and what 

they should be permitted to do.”49  In 1975, when Ford signed the appropriations bill that 

allowed females admittance into the service academies Air Force leadership reacted by preparing 

women to potentially fill combat leadership roles; aviation.  The ERA worked in opening the 

service academies to women, the next logical step under the presumption the amendment was 

going to pass was to make combat leaders; and for the Air Force that meant pilots.  The writing 

was on the wall and General Jones saw it on October 7, 1975, and made the verbal request for a 

UPT test program for women.  

 General Jones received a hodgepodge proposed UPT program from ATC Commander 

General Roberts for approval on November 20, 1975, in which the test program for admitting 

women into UPT was established.  The plan was a combination of the Army and Navy’s already 

established flight programs for their female aviators.  On December 2, 1975, an Air Staff 

Working Group was created to develop the parameters and outlines for the test program.  On 

March 11, 1976, the consolidated test program report was sent to the different major commands 

(MAJCOM) for their inputs before finalizing the female UPT test program of 1976.50  Jones’s 
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implementation of women in the cockpit is an example of political leadership pushing policy 

changes to achieve equality for women.  In his 1985 interview Jones was asked how the Air 

Force reacted to focusing on women in the mid to late 1970s.  He answered:  

Obviously, we have put women in the Air Force Academy, and it took 4 or 5 

years before that became kind of norm out there…I was supportive of expanding 

the role of women, not to the point of putting them in fighter aircraft cockpits or 

bomber aircraft cockpits.  I had no hang up about women going through flying 

school or to the academies.  I knew it was coming, and there was no sense 

fighting it if I wanted to.  I didn’t see any reason not to cooperate, because it was 

essentially the right thing to do.  How fast to go was the biggest question.51 

 

General Jones, the Air Force Chief of Staff, implemented policy reforms based on requirements 

provided to him by feminists in political leadership positions. 

   For women in the USAF, 1976 showed the power of the ERA and the growing political 

debate within society surrounding equality for women.  From 1972 to 1976, the armed forces 

saw a substantial increase in women enlisting into the military.  In 1972 one out of thirty 

personnel enlisting were women, in 1976 the number increased to one in thirteen recruits being 

female.52  The percentage of female enlisted personnel in the Air Force alone increased from two 

percent in 1972 to six percent in 1976.53   
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What caused such a large increase in female enlistment in the USAF?   Feminist and 

antifeminist claim the two legislative policies responsible for the increase are: the AVF and the 

ERA.  Antifeminist and former US Army Captain Brian Mitchell, a staunch advocate for 

removing women from the military and reversing gender integration, wrote in Weak Link, “the 

Navy and Air Fore women’s components tripled in size,” with the implementation of the AVF 

and pressure of the ERA.54  In his Preface, Mitchell claimed there’s an untold truth to gender 

integration and blames feminist rhetoric for trying to impose their radical beliefs upon the 

majority conservative American populace.  He stated, “I do not believe feminist claims that 

women are opposed by men, that traditional sex roles are solely the result of sexist socialization, 

and that men and women can be somehow un-sexed with the proper upbringing.”55  Mitchell 

blames the Carter administration for the advancement of women in the military and creating 

foundational legislation that would later provide women equality in the USAF in 1994.56  His 

book presents a counternarrative to increased equality for women in the military and has been 

used by countless nationally syndicated news media programs to provide a Phyllis Schlafly 

version of military culture.   

An opposite view point was offered by retired United States Air Force Major General 

Jeanne Holm, a feminist and leading proponent for expanding women’s roles in the military, 

particularly the Air Force.  She wrote Women in the Military in 1982, a pivotal time for the ERA 

and female military personnel.  Holm served on the Defense Advisory Committee on Women in 

the Services (DACOWITS) in 1975 advocating for equality for women in the military services, 

specifically pushing to admit women to the cockpit in the Air Force.  At the DACOWITS Spring 
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1975 meeting, held in Washington, D.C., General Holm presented a speech titled “Women in the 

Armed Forces – Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow.”  She opened with the question, “Why 

should it be news in 1975 that women can fly airplanes, be military police and rig parachutes 

when thousands of them did all of these things and more in World War II?”57  Holm’s speech 

explored the various work environments for women in both civilian and military lifestyle, 

addressing the many barriers women had encountered over the decades in pursuit of equality.  At 

the end of her speech she made three insightful comments about the ongoing public debate 

regarding women in the military and acknowledged the political debate taking place behind 

Congressional and Presidential doors: “As I see it, there are three issues of significance which 

must be resolved in the near future, with or without the ERA: (1) attendance at the service 

academies, (2) whether they should be trained as pilots in the Air Force, and serve on ships in the 

Navy, and (3) the issue of combat in general [emphasis original].”58 

Both Holm and Mitchell understood the significant issues the 1970s facing females in the 

military, as well as society’s role in enabling or halting complete gender integration.  How did 

the military get to the point where such a controversial topic, use of women in in the armed 

forces, had become a priority in policy making?  Holm and Mitchell had opposite views on 

integrating women in the armed forces, but they both agree that the military is a reflection of 

society and was being used as a laboratory for social and political experiments.  The conditions 

for the experiments were recreated with the social and civil reforms of the 1960s, women’s 

liberation movement of the 1970s, the reduction of manpower associated with America’s 
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withdrawal from Vietnam in 1973-1975 and creation of the all-volunteer force in 1973, and the 

perceived imminent ratification of the ERA.   

Civil and Social Reforms: 1960s and 1970s legislation that helped establish gender integration in 

the military 

 

Throughout the 1960s, civil and military legislative policy reforms shaped both the Air 

Force and broader opportunities for women in the nation.  Two laws in particular were crucial to 

the advancement of women in the Air Force: the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the Equal 

Opportunity in Promotions for Women in the Armed Forces Act of 1967.  Combined, these two 

laws laid the foundation for the fiscal year 1976 appropriations bill [PL 94-106], authorizing the 

admission of female cadets to the service academies; without them, the appropriations bill would 

not have included the new policies.   

The ‘64 Civil Rights Act was signed into law by President Lyndon B. Johnson, July 2, 

1964.  The law made it illegal to restrict rights and discriminate on the basis of race and sex in 

state and federal facilities as well as voting rights and employment.  President Johnson signed PL 

90-130 into law on November 8, 1967, which removed many restrictions on women’s careers 

within the armed forces.  Before this bill, there were ceiling restrictions on female officers in the 

military and their ability to be promoted beyond the grade of O-5, which equates to the rank of 

Lieutenant Colonel in the Army, Air Force, and Marines and Commander in the Navy.  “With 

the signing of this bill this morning, we are going to end that inequity,” declared President 

Johnson, adding, “the bill does not create any female generals or female admirals—but it does 

make that possible.”59  These restrictions had stemmed from the Women’s Armed Service 

Integration Act of 1948 and reflected the social and political climate in immediate postwar 
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America: women would never command because commanders go to combat, women cannot go 

to combat, therefore there was no reason for high-ranking female officers.   

 The implementation of the all-volunteer forces on July 1, 1973, coincided perfectly with 

ERA ratification and raising the American public’s awareness to females in the military.  Holm 

argued “when the ERA cleared Congress on 22 March 1972, it focused the nation on the issue of 

equal rights for women and spurred a new awareness with the Defense Department and the 

services of the problems of sex discrimination within the military.”60  While the Defense 

Department began to examine sex discrimination in the armed services, they also evaluated the 

voluntary recruitment numbers of men and foresaw a shortfall in manpower.  Antifeminist 

Mitchell argues the decline in male recruitment was a direct result of low patriotism due to the 

Vietnam War and national politics and scandals such as Watergate.61  He claimed, “charged with 

making the AVF work one way or another, the manpower managers in the Pentagon saw that the 

only way, or at least the easiest way, to meet their quotas for enlistments was to recruit more 

women.”62  The economic recession that started to grow in late 1974 into 1975 proved to benefit 

women seeking employment opportunities in the armed forces.  Mitchell was correct in 

identifying a decline in male recruits in 1974 and 1975, but this was not due to lack of patriotism, 

but more of a social ideology surrounding the armed forces on the tail end of the Vietnam War.63  

Americans were tired of sending their sons to a foreign war and having them return in body bags.  

Society advocated peace and to bring back America’s sons to prosper in a nation worth living 

and cultivating in.  Americans were not unpatriotic; they were tired of fighting a foreign war for 

politicians who continual lied to the public regarding the successes of the never-ending saga.  
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Military age males grew up watching and associating the bloody Vietnam war with unnecessary 

death laden with deceit by the same individuals advocating for volunteers to join their “new” 

professional armed forces.  Mitchell simplified a complex reason for why American males were 

not lining up at the recruiter’s door to sign up for the all-volunteer force. 

On January 27, 1973 the Vietnam war politically ended with the signing of the Paris 

Peace Accords, however the US military continued to deploy personnel to the country until April 

30, 1975, placing men into a volatile and unstable environment.64  With high unemployment 

rates and an economic recession, men should have been flocking to the recruitment offices to 

sign up for the all-volunteer force; instead, it was women who answered the recruiter’s call.  

America’s daughters utilized the opportunities the armed forces provided in the mid-1970s, to 

garner a life closer to equality in the workforce —something that was not believed possible in the 

civilian sector.65 

President Jimmy Carter: the feminists and their policies 

President Jimmy Carter understood the power of utilizing women—feminist women—in 

America.  In a list he prepared to present at his December 13, 1979 “Meeting with Presidents of 

Women’s Organizations,” Carter stated “22 percent of all Presidential appointments are currently 

held by women.”66  In his cabinet he had appointed four women to head departments, three as 

undersecretaries, two deputy undersecretaries, eleven assistant secretaries, five inspector 

generals, and thirteen ambassadors.  Carter claimed “the previous best record [in female 

appointments] was in the Ford administration which included women as 12.9 percent of all 
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appointments.”67  In an New York Times article called “The Women Who Make Policy at the 

Pentagon,” dated December 4, 1977, Bernard Weinraub claims “for the first time, a sizable group 

of women has been appointed to policymaking jobs at the Pentagon, the heart of the nation’s 

military machine and a traditional male bastion.”68 Political historian John Dumbrell argues 

Carter appointed more women to influential positions throughout his administration compared to 

any of his predecessors as a way to advocate female equality in America, setting a new 

precedence for future presidents to parallel or exceed with gender integration in high-level policy 

making positions.69  Carter began his fight to win ERA ratification for American women by 

appointing feminists into strategic positions that could, and would, allow women to advance both 

in society and in the military.  Four key feminist appointees were Antonia Handler Chayes, 

Kathleen Carpenter, Deanne Siemer, and Sarah Weddington.  

In 1977, Secretary of Defense and former Secretary of the Air Force (October 1965-

February 1969) Harold Brown, a feminist, crafted his Defense Department that would allow for 

gender policy reforms.  In Brown’s Star Spangled Security, a lessons-learned memoir of his time 

in the government, he stated: “Women are underrepresented in the military in key and joint roles.  

When I was Air Force secretary and the proud father of two young daughters, I was keenly aware 

of the neglected talent of women, and I expanded the role of women in the Air Force…I wanted 

to continue opportunities for women as a matter of policy and good sense when I was defense 

secretary.”70  Brown started his crusade for female equality with his appointment requests to 

President Carter for a Boston lawyer well-versed in Soviet Union Cold War politics and 
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international laws, Antonia ‘Toni’ Handler Chayes, for Assistant Secretary of the Air Force 

(1977-1979).  In addition to Chayes, Brown requested Kathleen Carpenter, former special 

counsel for employment practices at Norton Simon Inc., for Deputy Assistant Secretary of 

Defense for Equal Opportunity (1977-1981), and Deanna Siemer, a former partner to 

Washington’s firm Wilmer, Cutler, and Pickering, for general counsel to the Department of 

Defense.71  Siemer would be the first woman to hold the position of general counsel to the 

Department of Defense, just like Chayes would be the first Assistant Secretary of the Air Force 

(and later would be the first female appointed to any Under Secretary position in the armed 

forces from 1979-1981).   

The three women had a daunting road ahead of them, filling defense policy positions that 

had been headed by males in previous administrations.  Additionally, Carter appointed Sarah 

Weddington, a lawyer who had represented Jane Roe in the infamous Roe v. Wade US Supreme 

court case regarding abortion, to the United States Department of Agriculture and then as his 

special assistant focusing on women’s rights in late 1978 after the firing and removal of famed 

Congressional feminist Bella Abzug (1977-78) and Margaret Constanza (1978).72  Chayes, 

Carpenter, Siemer, and Weddington were pivotal in advancing equality for women in America, 

the armed forces, specifically the Air Force.  As Toni Chayes recalled in a 2019 interview, “we 

worked for equality because we believed in equality.”73 

1977: USAF original ten female pilots excel 

In the midst of appointing feminist women into high level government positions, the 

military began implementing gender integration per 1976 policies initiated under President 
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Gerald Ford.  On September 2, 1977, the Air Force started their gender integration with the 

ATC’s test program for females in UPT, delivering its first group of female Air Force, 

militarized pilots.  The ten women who entered training at Williams AFB in Arizona on 

September 26, 1976 excelled in flight training and earned their silver wings alongside their 36 

male counterparts.74  The ATC annual history compiled in 1977 summarized the women’s 

performance by noting: “as training progressed through formation training and toward 

graduation, it became apparent that there were no special problems associated with this group of 

women pilots when compared to their male counterparts.  As a group, the women were slightly 

below men in flying ability and slightly above in academics.”75  The women had done so well 

that two of the ten received awards for their performance, with Captain Connie Engle “winning 

the ATC Commander’s Award as top graduate” for her flying and leadership ability and 1st 

Lieutenant Mary Donahue receiving “the Academic Award, missing only one question out of 

395 asked during formal examinations.”76  The success of these pioneering women proved 

critical in the advancement of equality for women in the Air Force.  In 1977, the second test class 

with female potentials for silver wings commenced, continuing the social experiment in UPT, 

and six women entered undergraduate navigator training (UNT). 

It was critical for the pioneering women to succeed for five reasons.  First, if women 

could excel in UPT then it was safe to assume they could excel in UNT and any other aviation 

coded job in the Air Force.  By succeeding in UPT, the original ten relieved some political 

stresses within Department of Defense and Air Force leadership surrounding the experiment; 

they had proven women could fill flight positions in a branch whose mission is flight.  Second, 
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women in the Air Force were given access—an opportunity to apply for and train to become 

military pilots—on the perceived idea the ERA was about to be ratified.  In 1977, with 35 states 

having already ratified the amendment, no one knew the ERA would stall and fail to meet the 

1979 deadline.  Third, by succeeding in UPT, the women proved they were equal to, or better 

than, their male peers.  Fourth, they continued the controversial discussion of the role of women 

in combat.  Can it be done?  Should it be done?  As Holm had identified earlier in her 1975 

speech to DACOWITS, the question wasn’t whether women could go to war, it was more of 

when.  Lastly, the success of these pioneering women pilots created a symbol of female equality 

in America by their wearing the green flight suit with wings adorned on their name tags, a 

uniform originally reserved for America’s best: male pilots. 

The world gravitated to these female aviators, fascinated by their stories and curious as to 

whether or not they could perform the role of Air Force pilot as well as men.  The ATC annual 

history described “a minor problem, not anticipated to continue, was media coverage…several 

requests, including those from Tokyo Broadcasting Service, CBS News, and others were 

deferred until graduation.”77  National and international media clamored to interview the 

aviators.  Air Force bases that received the female aviators from UPT and UNT continued to 

promote the significance associated with having a ‘first.’  The 443d Military Airlift Wing located 

at Altus Air Force Base, Oklahoma, boasted of their “first ladies.”  The wing’s official annual 

history, prepared in 1978, stated: 

Southwestern Oklahoma is justifiably proud of its pioneer heritage and it was 

therefore quite natural that the spirit was perpetuated during the Fall of 1977 by a 

vanguard of Altus AFB female students.  Two of the ten Air Force women who 
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pinned on their pilot’s wings on 2 Sep 77 underwent advanced pilot training at 

Altus, and another female officer began the navigator training program.78  

 

The 443d Wing’s narrative makes the same claims of the media’s attention that the ATC history 

gave regarding Williams AFB, AZ and the original ten.  On October 18, 1977, Altus AFB, OK 

held a press conference for the two pilots and navigator student, championing their 

accomplishments and what these women symbolized for the base, Oklahoma, and America: “as 

the Statue of Liberty sometimes represents the State of New York, so also does the Pioneer 

Woman, in Ponca City, represent the State of Oklahoma…a young woman of sturdy beauty and 

dignity…courage, determination and humility are in her face.”79  These aviator women were thus 

identified as pioneers of equality.  

 Not everyone embraced the pioneers of equality; just like pro-ERA advocates, the female 

aviators ran into anti-female aviators among their peers, instructors, and higher Air Force 

leadership.  In an interview Mary Livingston recalled she and her fellow classmates “stood up to 

constant scrutiny…facing plenty of animosity from teachers and classmates, but also from 

jealous wives and complete strangers.”80  Kathy La Sauce remembered when it came to 

assigning instructor pilots (IP) for the female aviators marriage was a consideration for the male 

instructors; no single IP was allowed to fly with the women.81  The women were not always 

accepted by the spouses of the IPs; many wives were suspicious of the female pilots because of 

society’s gendered constructs regarding traditional and nontraditional roles.  Holms provided an 

interview from the pioneer pilot’s 97th Flying Training Squadron’s Operations Officer at 
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Williams AFB, Lt Col C.T. Davis, who stated “a lot of people had a lot of ideas that women 

wouldn’t be able to hack it because of their lack of physical strength, because of their lack of 

inadaptability to stress, because of this, because of that…”82  General John W. Robert, the ATC 

Commander during the initial gender integration UPT classes, provided an exit interview in 

1982, two years after his retirement.  When asked “what significant problems were encountered 

in training women as pilots and navigators?”  Roberts responded: “none, other than resistance.  I 

resisted it.  The decision was made to do it, so we got on with it.  But there were no problems 

with women.”83  Resistance resonated for women in the military, Air Force, and America.  

Resistance to reform, opportunities, and equality.  But in 1977, the path of resistance to the ERA 

was met with new faces to promote equality in America and in the Air Force, the female pilot. 

1977: the ERA is failing 

 In January 1977, Indiana approved the amendment and ERA supporters perceived this 

vote as hopeful news, increasing the states’ approval from 34 to 35, just three states shy from 

ratification.  Spruill states the victory for ERA advocates was short-lived, with the opposition to 

the ERA increasing their grassroots efforts in “key battleground states.”84  Nevada, North 

Carolina, Florida, Virginia, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Mississippi became targets of opportunity 

and strategic strongholds in battles for and against the ERA.  States that were thought to be more 

progressive proved to be far more conservative.  Florida, coined as “New South,” was perceived 

to be progressive, but when the vote came to approve the amendment, anti-ERA sentiment of 

traditional gender roles won the day.85  North Carolina’s House of Representatives voted for 
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ratification of the amendment; however, four days after the vote, on February 13, 1977, Schlafly 

and former senator Sam Ervin, along with other anti-ERA supporters, gathered in Raleigh’s 

Dorton Arena advocating that the state senate not ratify the bill.  Opponents to the ERA flooded 

the state senate with anti-ERA cards and letters.  This mailing campaign, in conjunction with 

former senatorial leadership assistance, resulted in the ERA losing by two votes.86 

 The fall of 1977 saw the graduating of female USAF pilots and the International 

Women’s Year (IWY) Conference in Houston as pinnacle moments for the women’s liberation 

movement and the crusade for ERA ratification.  On November 18, 1977, the National Women’s 

Convention supporting the IWY Conference rallied supporters of the ERA to bring all women 

liberators under one National Plan of Action.  During the four-day weekend, twenty-six issues, 

or “planks” calling for equality, were adopted by the Conference.  Some controversial planks 

were endorsed publicly that were previously side-lined by feminists such as sexual politics and 

reproductive abortion rights.  The “pro-change” reform seemed to meet the feminist 

requirements and serve as a roadmap for ratification; however, there was a problem with these 

reforms as they did not resonate with or represent all women.  As Spruill points out, “solidarity 

among feminists was not the same as solidarity among American women.”87 

 At the Astro Dome in Houston, a few miles from the feminist-led National Women’s 

Convention, Schlafly led opponents to the ERA in a counter convention advocating pro-life and 

pro-family ideals.88  The pro-family movement garnered support from various religious groups, 

women and men representing middle-class Americans, and blue-collar Democrat workers tired 

of big federal government.  As it advocated for conservative political leadership at the state and 

national level, the pro-family movement proved to be more united then the feminist women’s 
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liberation movement endorsed by President Carter and his administration.89  Spruill argues the 

uniting of the New Conservative Right fell under a pro-family movement fighting against the 

feminist movement, advocating for less “women’s rights, minority rights, gay rights, 

reproductive rights, and federal programs associated with the National Plan of Action.”90  While 

the Houston Astro showcased a united, grassroots antifeminist front that was alive and thriving, 

Williams AFB, AZ; Reese AFB, TX; Laughlin AFB, TX; Vance AFB, OK; and Columbus AFB, 

MS, started producing symbols of women’s equality in the form of female pilots.  Secretary of 

Defense Harold Brown used the success of the female aviators to ask the other military branches: 

where else can the Department of Defense place women to fill defense roles? 

 In 1977, Secretary Brown commissioned an outside agency, the Brookings Institute, to 

provide a study on the use of women in the military. The resulting study, Women in the Military 

by Martin Binkin, a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution in Foreign Policy Studies, and 

Lieutenant Colonel Shirley J. Bach, an active duty USAF officer and Brookings Institution 

Federal Executive Fellow, analyzed various social and cultural movements as well as legislation 

enacted to promote women in the military.  The authors evaluated other leading reports such as 

the Gates Commission Report (1970) that examined the all-volunteer force and the ERA, as well 

as what actions had been taken by the Defense Department since then to “get ahead” on 

implementing gender integration in the military.  Binkin and Bach identified many factors that 

favored continuing to use women in the armed forces as well as opening more positions to 

females.  They argued that advancements in technology provided more opportunities for women 

to work in nontraditional jobs which would enable the all-volunteer force to be successful with 
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increased female recruits.91  More than a decade later, antifeminist Mitchell would argue the 

evolution of technology alleviated the dependence of physical strength once required to fill every 

military position.  New technology, in conjunction with low recruitment rates for the volunteer 

armed forces in the 1970s, created a perfect environment for female success in a previously 

masculine environment.92 

1978: The Air Force and the ERA began to split 

 The Binkin and Bach study, in conjunction with other internal service studies from the 

various military branches, provided Secretary Brown with the opportunity to increase the 

recruitment of women in the military.  In 1978, Brown ordered the services to increase the 

number of women in the armed forces from five percent to eleven percent within five years, a 

move to bolster gender integration.  In 1979 the goal for female recruitment shifted from 200,000 

[1983] to 236,000 by 1984.  The ten-year projection for female recruitment in the armed forces 

by 1987 was 265,000.  The projected numbers for women recruitments in the military placed the 

highest percentage of females in the Air Force, with a target goal of 18.7 percent of the total 

force by 1987.93  In 1978, ten percent of the enlisted personnel in the Air Force were females, so 

this ten-year goal equated to a roughly 50 percent increase versus much more modest goals for 

the other services.94   

 The Air Force led the way for promoting equality within its branch, starting with the 

experiment to train female aviators.  This was because Air Force leadership prided itself in being 

the leading, progressive, most modern branch within the Department of Defense.  The 

modernization is evident with placing women in roles that allowed them to fulfill the primary 
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mission of the Air Force: flight.  Being an aviator in the Air Force is being the mission, just like 

being an infantryman is the mission for the Army, and being a yeoman on a naval vessel is the 

mission of the Navy. 

 The significance of the USAF female aviators is twofold.  First is the movement of 

women to the position of combatant.  If the ERA was ratified by its due date of March 22, 1979, 

that would mean women would be subject to the draft in times of national emergency just like 

men.  The use of technology, as Binkin and Bach argued, can allow women to do the same jobs 

as men if given the opportunity.  Second, if the ERA was stuck in states for ratification based on 

the real fear of female combatants, then by placing them in mission-related roles, assisted by 

technology, and proven successful, then Congress would have to re-evaluate the role of women 

in the armed forces generally as well as in combat.  Additionally, if women are volunteering to 

serve their country, and volunteering to fly the mission, then that suggests there’s a change in the 

American public’s ideals surrounding the role of women.   

 In the 1970s, Air Force and political leadership understood the significance of putting 

women in the “combat” mission, and they did so with the knowledge the ERA was a tool they 

could use to implement social change.  General David C. Jones, the Air Force Chief of Staff 

from 1974-1978, was interviewed in 1990.  When asked about his role in placing women into 

UPT in 1976, General Jones replied: “I had no hang up about women going through flying 

school or to the academies.  I knew it was coming, and there was no sense fighting it if I wanted 

to…we [the Air Force leadership] did it so that we were the lead among services.”95  In 1975, as 

the ERA was stagnating on obtaining state ratifications, political leadership used the bill as a 

means to advance UPT policy changes before the amendment’s power was extinguished.  Jones 
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implementing policy changes in 1975 is evidence the ERA was an effective tool for change 

utilized by Carter administration to garner equality for women.  

 Literature produced by WEAL, a national feminist group that focused on equal 

opportunity, utilized the success of the female pilots to champion women’s rights.  WEAL 

produced educational kits for their members and other feminists to use for advocating women’s 

rights to state legislatures and combat pro-family issues raised by Phyllis Schlafly and her Eagle 

Forum.  The kit labeled Women and the Military (September 1979) examines the role of the 

military as an employer, one that provides apprentice-style education for employment in civilian 

life.  WEAL used data produced by military and the Defense Department studies, such as 

recruitment requirements to maintain an all-volunteer force, and linked the data to the broader 

social context of the era.  Carol Parr, the Executive Director of WEAL from 1976-1980, wrote to 

her members in 1979: “faced with declining numbers of 18-year old males from which to recruit 

volunteers, the military must choose between accepting more women in the ranks or returning to 

the draft, a move which is unpopular on Capitol Hill and throughout the country.”96  She later 

tied women’s right to vote to their right to serve in the military as equal partners in American 

citizenry. 

 The same kit included a section titled “Common Misconceptions About Women in the 

Military,” which offered tangible data along with sources to provide facts to dispel commonly 

used myths that perpetuated the idea that women serving in the armed forces was bad.  The kit 

utilized a wide variety of popular sources, such as the Wall Street Journal, and Congressional 

records, such as DACOWITS reports, to strengthen the argument for promoting advancing 

women’s opportunities in the military.  For the section titled “Military Careers for Women: The 

 
96 Carol Parr introductory letter to WEAL members part of A WEAL Fund Kit: Women and the Military, September 

1979, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, Atlanta, Georgia, Box 23, Weddington, IWY Planks and Progress through 

Military, Sp. Ass’t (Women’s Affairs)-ITFW, [Military] 3. 



 48 

Air Force,” Parr stated “the Air Force has been the pioneer service in providing equal 

opportunity and treatment to women,” and continued to examine the various opportunities the 

Air Force has provided women in relation to jobs comparable to men in America.97  She 

discussed women filling pilot slots and acknowledged the highly competitive program the Air 

Force had for its UPT, and that only twenty women per fiscal year were allowed to attend the 

flight program.  Additionally, she claimed “ironically, women probably have better opportunities 

to get into flying in the Army than in the Air Force,” acknowledging that women had been flying 

in other military branches but there was more significance to flying in the Air Force versus the 

Army or Navy, because unlike the other services, in the Air Force flying means fulfilling that 

service’s primary wartime mission. 

1978: Department of Defense defines combat 

 In 1978, in response to the influx of women in the military services President Carter and 

Secretary Brown instructed Congress to provide a definition for “combat.”  The catalyst for 

defining combat came from the Army leadership pushing back against Defense Department and 

politicians mandating that more positions be opened to women.  In 1948, when the Service 

Integration Act was drafted and implemented, the Air Force and Navy were directed by the 

secretaries of their branches that women “shall not be assigned to duty in aircraft while such 

aircraft are engaged in combat missions”; additionally, the Navy added “nor shall they be 

assigned on vessels of the Navy except hospital ships and naval transports.”98  Mitchell would 

later argue in his 1989 critique Weak Link that the construction of the definition for combat 

 
97 Parr, “Military Careers for Women: The Air Force,” in of A WEAL Fund Kit: Women and the Military, 1. 
98 US 80th Congress, Women’s Armed Service Integration Act, 1948, Public Laws – CHS, 447-449—June 10, 11, 

12, 1948, 368-369, 373, https://www.loc.gov/law/help/statutes-at-large/80th-congress/session-2/c80s2ch449.pdf. 

https://www.loc.gov/law/help/statutes-at-large/80th-congress/session-2/c80s2ch449.pdf


 49 

created difficulties for the Army and Marines because technology had since then made battlefield 

lines impossible to identify. 99    

 The Army also had a problem with “combat” because, unlike their sister services who 

had written instruction as to what, and where, women were authorized to work, the Army did not 

have the same requirements.  The Secretary of the Army was given full control in defining what 

combat roles were for women.  Nowhere in the Service Integration Act of 1948 did Congress 

spell out which positions in the Army are designated combat, as they had done for the Navy and 

Air Force.  Instead, Congress stated: “the Secretary of the Army shall prescribe the military 

authority which commissioned officers of the Women’s Army Corps may exercise, and the kind 

of military duty to which they may be assigned.”100  The Army was stuck with this excerpt from 

the Services Integration Act, because if the Army defined combat incorrectly resulting in women 

performing jobs in combat zones, then the commonly used ideal that women cannot serve in 

combat because of their sex would be dispelled.  By mandating Congress and the Department of 

Defense to define combat in 1978, the Carter administration started an internal war for equality 

and intended to use the services, whether they liked it or not, to help leverage ratification of the 

ERA, or at least continue implementing policies for female equality, by publicly reiterating the 

idea that women had already served in combat. 

 The unveiling of the new definition of combat by the Department of Defense and the 

Army supported gender integration.  The Army stated “Women will be excluded from units and 

positions which have as their primary mission or function crewing or operating direct or indirect 

fire weapons.”101  Thus the Army put no restrictions on how close to hostile fire or the front lines 

that women could serve, as long as their job did not involve shooting at the enemy.  The 
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Department of Defense’s definition, released in February 1978, transformed the ideal of combat 

and the role of women in relation to combat:   

The term “combat” refers to “engaging an enemy of being engaged by an enemy 

in armed conflict.”  Under current practices, a person is considered to be “in 

combat” when he or she is in a geographic area designated as a combat/hostile fire 

zone by the Secretary of Defense based on specific circumstances and events.  

These definitions apply to men and women of all the services. 

A service member in combat is authorized to receive combat/hostile fire pay and 

earn combat awards.  Women have received hostile fire pay and combat awards in 

past conflicts.  Women have served in combat in many skills during World War 

II, Korea, and Vietnam.  Army nurses have served in combat over a hundred 

years, although they and other medical personnel are considered 

noncombatants.102  

 

This new definition allowed women to fill “noncombatant” jobs in combat areas, as long as they 

were not engaging the enemy in offensive attacks, such as aircrew dropping bombs out of 

airplanes on targets or a ground troop shooting at an enemy.  The new combat definition allowed 

for women to drive support and supply trucks, fly combat-support aircraft such as unarmed 

medical evacuation helicopters, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) aircraft, and 

perform maintenance on military ground and air transports.  With the Defense Department’s 

definition of combat presented to Congress, the Secretary of Defense, and the President of the 

United States, Carter, Brown, Chayes, and Carpenter had the ammunition to change the 

American public’s perspectives surrounding women in combat and, through military women, 

garner equality for all with the ERA. 

1978-1980: Carter’s feminist polices challenge Congress 

 In 1978, with only one year remaining to get three more states to ratifying the ERA, 

Carter and his administration shifted their strategy.  The president and vice president, in addition 

to Carter’s family and administration, worked tirelessly to garner seven votes in Congress to 
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provide additional time to obtain the three additional states needed to ratify the amendment.103  

Carter and his administration won the three-year extension, shifting the deadline for ratifying the 

ERA from March 22, 1979 to June 22, 1982.   

 While the administration worked for this extension, the Department of Defense worked to 

repeal combat exclusionary laws for women based on the new definition of combat and the very 

public acknowledgement that women had been serving in combat since World War II.  On May 

10, 1979, the Defense Department presented the 96th Congress with draft legislation DoD 96-17, 

“to repeal statutory restrictions on the assignment of women in the Navy and Air 

Force…contained in section 6015 and 8549 of Title X, United States Code.”104  Deanne Siemer, 

General Counsel of the Department of Defense, argued that women in the Navy and Air Force 

could do the jobs of men.  The technology involved with both branches allowed for women to 

execute the primary combat mission of these service branches on equal footing.  The role of 

technology in legislative debates is that of operator: who can operate the machines? Man or 

woman?  Technology took away the physical strength associated with operating many weapon 

systems in the military.  Technology neutralized the gender debate of what a woman could 

physically do, or not do, within the armed forces.  Additionally, repealing the restrictions would 

allow an increase in utilization of manpower resources available for any and all positions, which 

were currently limited because of the statutes.  Siemer reinforced the knowledge legislators had 

regarding women filling combatant positions and the laws already in place dictating female 

manpower use.  She identified four crucial reasons for removing exclusions: equality amongst 
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the sexes, manpower to maintain the all-volunteer force, the rights and responsibilities of 

citizenry, and national interest.105   

 Siemer briefly examined the Army, Marines, and Navy and discussed how women were 

already serving in combat and combat support units in the Army and Marines, and that in the 

Navy, women could be better utilized if given the opportunity.  With the Air Force, she used a 

different strategy in arguing for repeal: she identified the female aviators and how they had been 

successful in training and in operational units.  Siemer stated “women in the Air Force are being 

trained in most skills, including the aircrew positions of pilot and navigator and are performing 

very well.”106  The inclusion of this statement is important because it demonstrates women’s 

capabilities to perform in the military branch’s primary mission, which for the Air Force is flight.  

The Army and Navy had women flying too.  In fact, their women were flying even earlier than 

the Air Force (1973 in the Army, 1974 in the Navy), but these women are not mentioned in 

combat exclusionary law repeals, only the female Air Force aviators are identified. 

 Six months later, on November 14, 1979, Carter and Brown sent Under Secretary to the 

Air Force Antonia Chayes to give a presentation to the Subcommittee on Military Personnel 

House Armed Services Committee House of Representatives, titled “Fiscal Year 1980: Women 

in the Military.”  Chayes started her presentation by describing how social change was 

traditionally being extremely slow, and how this was the same for women’s roles in the military.  

She argued that the 1970s had seen social change in both America and the military become more 

rapid, and that the reason for this increase in pace was that “the military is reflective of society as 
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a whole.”107  In her statement, Chayes wove American women’s narratives with USAF women’s 

narratives to create a new, more socially acceptable story that promoted equality for all through a 

specific symbol of equality, the USAF female pilot.  Chayes stated “nothing legitimizes quite as 

effectively as legislation, unless it is the Constitution, which is why you see the pressure—and 

resistance—to passage of the Equal Rights Amendment.”108 

 Chayes linked women in the Air Force to the various barriers that African American men 

had endured in the journey for racial integration of the Air Force some four decades earlier.  She 

asked Congress, if the Tuskegee Airmen could show success and then be given equality with the 

Service Integration Act in 1948, without limitations on access to positions based on their race, 

then why not women?  In the two years she filled the position of Assistant Under Secretary of the 

Air Force, Chayes had witnessed cultural changes in accepting women in nontraditional roles.  

The hostilities once encountered for being a female in a previously all-male environment had 

begun to transform to one of acceptance within the military.  Chayes identified the anti-ERA, 

and general conservative American sentiment, with “the hesitation to move women from the 

[status of the] protected to the arena of the protectors runs deep in our society.”109  Her point 

regarding protected versus protector resonated not only in American society, but in the military, 

and within military leadership.  This rhetoric did not end in 1979 with Carter and his 

administration, it continues in present-day debates.  Chayes’s basic statement of protected versus 

protector, a re-labeling of traditional versus nontraditional, was the pro-family movement’s 

rhetoric, and Chayes’s identifying it in her presentation foreshadowed Carter’s strategic attack 

against the main arsenal for anti-ERA activists. 

 
107 Antonia Handler Chayes, “Fiscal Year 1980: Women in the Military,” Department of the Air Force, November 

14, 1979, 1, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, Atlanta, Georgia, Box 24, Carter Presidential Papers-Staff Offices, 

Sp. Ass’t. (Women’s Affairs)-ITFW, folder Military [3]. 
108 Chayes, “Fiscal Year 1980,” 2. 
109 Chayes, “Fiscal Year 1980,” 7. 



 54 

 Two months later, on January 14, 1980, the Office of the Assistant Secretary of the 

Defense (Manpower, Reserve Affairs and Logistics), drafted the “Presidential Plan for Selective 

Service Reform” for President Carter.  Carter aimed to reform the Selective Service Act for one 

reasons: and achieving true gender equality.  In a meeting with the various presidents of 

women’s organizations held at the White House on January 30, 1980, Sarah Weddington, special 

assistant to Carter regarding women’s issues, stated: “opponents of the ERA will undoubtedly 

again use the [draft] registration issue as a reason to oppose the Amendment.  We have long 

believed equal rights carry equal responsibilities.”110  The conclusion makes a point to reiterate 

that drafting women does not equate to women going to combat, as the decision for actually 

placing women in combat (drafted or not) remained solely with Congress.   

 A memorandum for Honorable John White, Deputy Director, Office of Management and 

Budget, dated January 31, 1980, provided a legal overview of various court cases arguing the 

constitutionality of all-male draft registrations during the 1970s.  The cases used for review 

regarding maintaining an all-male draft registration were: Frontiero v. Richardson (1973), 

United States v. Baechler (1974), Schlesinger v. Ballard (1975), United States v. Reiser (1975), 

Califano v. Webster (1977), and Owens v. Brown (1978).  The plaintiffs in the court cases used 

the Fifth Amendment’s equal protection component to argue the Selective Service Act was a 

gender-based classification that favored women by not requiring them to register for 

conscription, unlike men.111  The Supreme Court’s conclusion for Schlesinger v. Ballard stated 

“this court has recognized that ‘it is the primary business of armies and navies to fight wars 

should the occasion arise.’…The responsibility for determining how best our Armed Forces shall 
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attend to that business rests with Congress, see US Const., Art. 1, Section 8, Cls 12-14.”112  Each 

Supreme Court ruling reiterated that the gender-based classifications maintained within the 

Constitution is subject to Congressional oversight and reform, not the judiciary system, meaning 

that the courts enforce Congressional legislation.  These Supreme Court rulings reinforced the 

role that Congress—not the courts, not the President—has in determining which sex, male or 

female, goes to war.  By reiterating Congress’s role, the Supreme Court allowed Carter to apply 

pressure to Congressional members regarding ERA ratification by removing the threat that 

passing the amendment would automatically put women in combat.   

 With legislation presented to Congress in 1979 to repeal combat exclusionary laws and 

selective service reform in 1980, Carter’s administration tried to make Congress choose a path 

that would result in eliminating the draft issue from anti-ERA arguments.  In Carter’s speech to 

the White House on February 8, 1980 regarding his proposal of including women under the 

Selective Service Act, he stated “In every area of our national life, women are meeting the 

responsibilities of citizenship.  That is as true of the military services as it is of the political arena 

of the economy of our nation…it is more urgent than ever that the women in America have full 

and equal rights under the Constitution.  Equal obligations deserve equal rights.”113  The Carter 

administration used multiple legislative avenues to force Congress, the original approvers of the 

ERA, to eliminate the fears of potential combat for women.  If the repeal of combat exclusion 

DoD 96-17, introduced by Department of Defense General Counsel Siemer on May 10, 1979, 

was approved, then women would be automatically required to register for the draft.  If Carter’s 

Selective Service Reform act was approved, then women would be required to register for the 
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draft.  Both options challenged Congress and the American public by presenting two questions: 

how equal are women in America?  And, if women are citizens of America, do they not have the 

right to equal opportunity as well as equal responsibilities? 

 On April 30, 1980, the Department of Defense, under Carter’s instruction, divorced the 

ERA from the military.  Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense, Kathleen Carpenter, took the 

fight for ERA ratification to Phyllis Schlafly’s home state, Illinois.  Carpenter testified before the 

Illinois House Judiciary Committee regarding “Women in the military and the Impact of the 

Equal Rights Amendment.”  She began her testimony by first identifying what office she 

belonged to, who she spoke for, and the authority behind her title.  Carpenter stated “I am the 

civilian equivalent of a Lieutenant General [three stars].  I bring you greetings from Secretary 

Brown and the men and women in our armed forces as you consider this important issue—the 

ERA.”114  She continued her testimony by identifying key factors in approving the ERA: national 

security, national interests, manpower to maintain the all-volunteer forces, citizenry, and 

equality.  Carpenter jumped right into the percentage of women constituting the total military 

manpower, by then approximately eight percent.  She identified the changes within the military 

from the 1960s up to 1980, from traditional jobs such as clerical and medical to nontraditional 

jobs such as pilot and engineering.  Carpenter equated the increase of women in the military and 

in nontraditional jobs to three reasons: a decline of male volunteers, evolving nature of warfare 

due to technology, and recruitment costs.115 

 In “playing to the audience,” Carpenter took the arguments used by anti-gender 

integrators and ERA opponents, and summarized her argument: “as demonstrated in the chart on 

 
114 Kathleen Carpenter, Testimony Before the Illinois House Judiciary Committee, “Women in the Military and the 

Impact of the Equal Rights Amendment,” April 30, 1980, 1, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library, Atlanta, Georgia, 

Box 168, PHF, folder 1-30-80 [1]. 
115 Carpenter, “Women in the Military,” 1-3. 



 57 

comparative male/female recruit characteristics, we can get a brighter, more stable woman today 

who costs less in lost time than we can a male.”116  Carpenter challenged antiquated patriarchal 

sentiment with the data showing women were increasingly joining the all-volunteer force while 

men were not, posing the question: if women are more inclined to defend the nation and the ideal 

of democracy while men sit idle and do nothing, then who is really the citizen defending 

America?  She continued to break down arguments with substantiating evidence for military and 

civilian equality.  Carpenter used her background as a lawyer to challenge the other lawyers in 

the room regarding the role of the Fourteenth Amendment and its use in ensuring “equal 

protection” in relation to gender-based legislation.  Then she asked: what about the men in 

relation to the draft, how is it fair for them to carry the burden while women could be drafted as 

well…where’s the equal protection?  Carpenter stated: “males today, particularly in the 

aftermath of Vietnam, might, as in the case in the Goldfarb suit, raise the issue of the 

constitutional rights of males.”117 

 Carpenter then used Chayes’ speech to Congress from November 1979 in which Chayes 

highlighted the Air Force as the service that would support placing women in the Selective 

Service Act.  Stating the ability for Air Force women to fill 95 percent of the jobs available in 

that branch in addition to filling the service’s primary mission, flight, with female aviators, 

reaffirmed her point regarding technology.  Technology had changed the face of war and has 

created a vehicle for equality with a push of a button, she argued technology equated to 

modernity, and the Air Force prided itself in being the face of modernity.  Carpenter concluded 

her testimony with a history lesson for legislators, stating “Congress proposed the ERA because 

it [Congress] perceived the protection afforded women by the Equal Protection Clause of the 
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Constitution as inadequate.”118  Her parting note to the judiciary committee was the divorce 

decree of the ERA from the military: “with or without, the passage of the ERA, the Department 

of Defense has already finalized plans to expand the utilization of women in the military because 

the needs of the defense and experience with the utilization of women and the wise use of 

defense resources dictate it.”119 

 After the ERA was officially detached from equality for women in the military, pro-ERA 

literature produced by NOW and WEAL changed their information on the topic.  Instead of 

having a full current break-down of the branches and what they had done for gender integration, 

the section titled “Women in the Military” featured a blanket statement, legislation is “pending 

and representatives of the three major branches of the services testified in favor of changing the 

law that bars women from combat branches of the military.”120  By divorcing the ERA from the 

military, Carter’s administration identified that the military piece, specifically the draft, had 

played a significant role in stalling the amendment’s ratification.  The draft was a point of 

contention when it was being presented to Congress in 1971, with anti-ERA and antifeminist 

Senator Sam Ervin proposing an amendment to the bill that would exempt women from the draft, 

which would have made the bill an un-equal rights amendment.  However, with such an 

overwhelming 95 percent approval of the ERA from Congress and 91 percent approval from the 

Senate, no one in 1972 could have predicted that the draft would become such a controversial 

issue.121 
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 The conservative grassroots activists led by Phyllis Schlafly capitalized on pro-family, 

pro-traditional gendered roles highlighted in her 1973 debate with ERA advocate Representative 

Patricia Schroeder.  In 1976, the ERA failed to receive any state ratifications for the year.  By 

that time, however, the military had already started implementing changes predicated on the 

assumption that the ERA would pass: admittance for women into service academies in 1975; Air 

Force UPT opened to women in 1976; UNT opened to women in the Air Force in 1977; and Air 

Battle Manager (ABM) opened to women in the Air Force in 1978.  In 1977, with the help of 

First Lady Rosalynn Carter, Indiana ratified the ERA, bringing the total states to 35.  An intense 

battle between pro-family and pro-change commenced in November in Houston, Texas.  Both 

sides felt they had won America to their movements; however, subsequent events would indicate 

that pro-family had more American supporters then what pro-change leaders had assumed.  

 Carter and his administration saw the writing on the wall in 1978, and worked arduously 

to bring about sex equality in the military regardless of the ERA’s passage.  The administration 

did so by severing the ties between the ERA and questions/concerns about women in the military 

and potential changes to their eligibility for the draft.  Congress was confronted by Secretary of 

Defense Harold Brown to define combat; in turn, Congress mandated the Department of Defense 

to generate a definition.  The definition awakened Congress, the Department of Defense, and the 

American public to information they already knew but did not want to admit...women had been 

serving in combat since WWII.  Witnessing the stagnation of state ratification in 1978, the 

president and vice president tirelessly advocated Congress for an extension to the ERA deadline.  

They were successful and garnered three more years to gain the last three states needed for 

ratification.  In 1978, no state ratified the amendment.  In 1979, Carter and his administration 

went on the offensive and presented Congress with a bill to repeal Title X’s combat exclusionary 
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laws, which would have taken the teeth out of the major conservative objection to the ERA.  

Carter chose the Air Force to represent the Department of Defense in mandating changes, 

utilizing the female pilots, their public fame, and their successes as evidence for legislation 

reform.  That same year, Phyllis Schlafly and her anti-ERA activists celebrated 1979 as another 

year without a state ratifying the amendment, keeping the total ratifying states stalled at 35.122  

 The pro-family movement was picking up momentum and seeing results.  The final 

legislative move Carter could produce for ERA ratification was introducing the Selective Service 

Reform Act in January 1980, to incorporate women in the draft.  Sending Deputy Assistant 

Secretary of Defense Kathleen Carpenter to testify in Illinois at the Judiciary Committee 

regarding the ERA and the military on April 30, 1980 signified two things: with or without the 

ERA, women in the military were going to achieve equality; and Carter’s policies developed in 

the 1970s would not diminish or disappear with his administration but would instead live on and 

flourish.  This second factor was put to the test with Illinois refusing to ratify the amendment in 

May 1980, and the ERA advocates stood by as they watched the bill continue to be defeated 

along with the president who had claimed he would get the 38 states needed for ratification.123 

 The year 1980 presented newly elected President Ronald Reagan with some highly 

visible challenges regarding the ERA and women in the military.  By 1980, the Air Force had 43 

women receive their silver wings, 31 for pilots and the other 12 for navigators.124  Would Phyllis 

Schlafly and the American New Right Conservative change what former President Carter had 

implemented regarding women in the military?  What about the ERA?  Would Reagan advocate 

for continued ratification or allow it to die if the bill failed to obtain 38 states by June 1982?  The 

year 1980 started a new chapter for women in America and women in the military, one 
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continuing along the road to equality; the other formed a new identity separate from their fathers 

and husbands, a moderate conservative struggling to define womanhood.  
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Chapter 2  

Reagan’s Silence: Progression or Stagnation? 

 President Ronald Reagan’s silence towards Schlafly in 1981 represents the beginning of 

his deliberate silence towards women’s issues and his intended stance on equality for women in 

America.  When Schlafly did not receive a political appointment to Reagan’s administration in 

1981, she assumed it was because she was essential to fighting the equal rights amendment 

(ERA) battle for Reagan, not that Reagan was shifting his agenda from social issues to his two 

leading concerns: the economy and rebuilding the military.125  Reagan did not dismiss Schlafly, 

instead he privately and semi-publicly praised her for her arduous work with the Eagle Forum 

and their grassroots efforts in promoting his political agenda.  He also provided video messages 

for the Eagle Forum conventions and invited Schlafly to the White House to discuss her 

grassroots efforts to promote conservative politics to women in America who were on the fence 

regarding Reagan and his administration, potential voters.126 

 Many American women were Republicans; moderate conservatives, pro-equality, but not 

pro-draft, especially with the possibility of women being considered for conscription if the ERA 

was ratified.127  During his campaign, Reagan made it known that he generally did not support 

the draft and he did not support the ERA.  One of the reasons for not supporting the ERA was the 
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possibility of women being drafted.  In 1982, Congress talked about crafting a modified 

amendment, one that specifically eliminated the possibility of women being eligible to the draft.  

That idea was squashed; if the modification was added then the amendment would no longer 

provide full equality for women in America.128  With the continued political debate surrounding 

the ERA, the draft, and Reagan’s silence on equality for women in America, military leadership 

saw this as an opportunity to undo gender integration.  Republican and Democrat feminists 

worked arduously through committees, studies, task forces, and policy reviews in a continued 

effort to achieve gender equality during a time when the woman’s voice was the loudest with the 

voter’s ballot.  Social politics were heightened in the 1980 election as a gender gap appeared.  

Tanya Melich, a Republican feminist and co-founder of the National Women’s Political Caucus 

observed: “women were no longer consistently voting like their husbands and other male 

relatives; they had become a distinct political constituency…a new political dynamic now 

existed that would be as influential as when women had won the vote.”129  As military leaders 

retrenched, they challenged the new social politics. 

 When the 1980 election results were announced, the Army’s Chief of Staff, General 

Edward C. Meyer, took the initiative in combating gender integration in the military.  In the fall 

of 1980, Meyer advised the Secretary of Defense Harold Brown and Army Secretary Clifford 

Alexander that the Army was going to conduct an internal review to determine whether or not 

the Carter-mandated initiatives on gender integration had been implemented properly.  Brown 

and Alexander reluctantly approved the Army’s “freeze” on recruiting women in 1981, one 

month after Reagan’s inauguration.  The Army freeze was known as the “pause” during which 

the Army created  the Women in the Army (WITA) Policy Review Group composed of four men 
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and one woman to evaluate all the positions available for service members in conjunction with 

the various Army job mission statements, and juxtapose this data to generate a report for further 

WITA policies.130 

 When the newly appointed Secretary of Defense Caspar W. Weinberger was informed of 

the Army’s “pause” in early 1981, he advised the President, who was unaware the Army had 

been so bold as to pause recruitments, since Reagan had himself ordered no such assessment.  

Jeanne Holm, retired two-star United States Air Force (USAF) general and American political 

writer, stated “it was not secret that, just below the surface of the military ranks at all levels, 

there persisted a deep well of resistance and even resentment toward women and their growing 

incursions into previously all-male preserves.”131  The Army used the term “combat readiness” to 

capture the magnitude of the policy review.  A memorandum dated February 27, 1981, from  

Acting Assistant Secretary of the Army in the Manpower and Reserve Affairs Office William D. 

Clark to the Acting Assistant Secretary of Defense Robert A. Stone, stated: “these modifications 

were prompted by indications from field commanders that combat readiness is being affected by 

such factors as attrition, pregnancy, sole parenthood, and strength and stamina…the Army needs 

time to sort out the impact of women officers and enlisted personnel on combat readiness…”132   

 The Army was not the only service itching to review and repeal Carter gender integration 

manpower policies; the other branches did as well, but with its “combat readiness” concerns, the 

Army had an easier claim for necessitating a review.  Three years after the Congressional 

mandate for the services to review and define ‘combat’ to better remove internal barriers for 
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gender integration, predicated on the Army’s complaint that women degraded combat readiness, 

the services were once again examining women serving in nontraditional roles.  This re-

examination of women in the military, officer and enlisted, raised heightened awareness of 

uncertainty amongst women already serving in the armed forces.  In March 1981, Deputy 

Defense Secretary Frank C. Carlucci was directed by Secretary of Defense Weinberger to create 

a federal task force to examine all of the military services’ policies towards the use of women in 

their branches, and whether the policies in-place were correct or needed amending.  The Defense 

Advisory Committee on Women in the Services (DACOWITS) committee, which responded to 

the WITA review by repeating their earlier findings in their Spring 1981 meeting.  In the minutes 

to that meeting, under “Recommendation #1: Utilization of Women,” DACOWITS reminded the 

Secretary of Defense of the role of the committee for the Defense Secretary and women in the 

armed forces.  The first recommendation was that the Secretary invite a committee member to be 

part of the WITA Policy Review Group.  The second recommendation was to have a 

DACOWITS member serve as an advisor to the Defense Department’s task force on the 

utilization of women.133 

 Further into the minutes, justification was provided outlining why DACOWITS should be 

an integral part of the policy review groups, stating that the “general public’s view of the 

viability of the stated commitment that women are an integral part of the US military 

services.”134  If the Department of Defense turned its back on the Congressionally mandated 

DACOWITS when involving policy review of women in the armed forces, then there was a high 

possibility that women would be removed from the services.  The perception of the Army-led 

WITA policy review, in conjunction with the Department of Defense’s task force on military 
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manpower and the sister services examining their policies on utilization of females in their 

branch, created a sense of uncertainty for military women.  These review groups threatened the 

continued development of the female Air Force pilots as America’s symbols of female equality.  

With the imperiled ERA lacking presidential support, combined with the obvious shift in 

society’s priorities that had contributed to Reagan’s election, it seemed logical to women filling 

nontraditional jobs in the military that they might soon lose their right to continue performing in 

those positions. 

 President Reagan had not promised any guarantees for women in either the military or 

America writ large.  With his nebulous position on what his policy would be regarding equality, 

many believed that the only true “known” was his silence on the issue.  Americans knew Reagan 

was against the draft, against the ERA, and against women going to combat, all three issues that 

Carter had endorsed.  Still, while the Army, its sister services, and the Defense Department ran 

their separate gender policy reviews, the Air Force female pilots continued to progress with their 

training and careers.  On January 8, 1980, Captain Kathy LaSauce earned her aircraft 

commander certification in the C-141 Starlifter, becoming the first female transport aircraft 

commander in the Air Force.135  On November 24, 1981, Captain Mary E. Donahue graduated 

from the 557th Flying Training Squadron (FTS) at USAFA where she became both a flight 

instructor for cadets as well as a mathematics professor.  Prior to joining the United States Air 

Force Academy (USAFA) cadre, she was a KC-135 tanker pilot, with the combat-essential 
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mission of refueling Strategic Air Command’s (SAC) B-52 bombers and Tactical Air 

Command’s (TAC) fighter aircraft.136 

 Future astronaut Eileen Collins found opportunity during Reagan’s silence in 1979 and 

1983.  In 1978, Collins graduated from Syracuse University with a bachelor’s degree in 

mathematics and economics and received her commission as a second lieutenant through the Air 

Force Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) program.  She became one of the lucky few 

women authorized to attend undergraduate pilot training (UPT) at Vance Air Force Base (AFB), 

Oklahoma.  While at Vance AFB, Collins was able to witness the first astronaut class with six 

females perform their parachute training, and at that point identified her goal of becoming an 

astronaut after her stint as an Air Force pilot.  Since the 1960s Gemini program, Collins had been 

fascinated with space and the possibility of one day becoming an astronaut for NASA.  In 1979, 

after a year of training at Vance AFB, she received her pilot wings and took an assignment to be 

an instructor pilot (IP) at Vance, teaching students how to fly the T-38 Talon supersonic jet 

trainer, the same airframe the female astronauts flew to maintain flight proficiency.137 

 Captain Collins flew as a T-38 IP from 1979 to 1982.  In 1982 she was required to move 

to a new assignment and new base, which also meant learning to pilot a new aircraft.  In 1983, 

she transitioned from a fighter aircraft trainer to the C-141 heavy transport and was stationed at 

Travis AFB, California.  During her time in training, and while teaching students of both sexes 

how to fly aircraft for the Air Force, Collins continued to place herself in opportunities to pursue 

her goal of flight into space.  This goal was presumed to be in peril when the Defense 
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Department began reviewing gender policies.  While the Department of Defense continued with 

their policy reviews, President Reagan asked for a status update on the manpower assessment of 

the military.  The information presented to Reagan demonstrated to the president women played 

an integral role in maintaining the all-volunteer force (AVF), one of Reagan’s anti-draft military 

requirements. 

 During a US Senate Committee Hearing on the Defense Department’s 1981 and 1982 

fiscal year (FY) budget on April 2, 1981, Joint Chief of Staff General David C. Jones (the former 

Air Force Chief of Staff who had authorized and implemented women in UPT) was questioned 

by Senator John Bennet Johnston (D-Louisiana).  During the hearing Johnston asked Jones if he 

was going to continue recommending reinstating the draft to meet the manpower requirements 

for the Army and sister services to maintain the “abject failure” known as the AVF.138  General 

Jones’ answer was a complicated “no” based on the fact the AVF was failing because there 

weren’t enough male volunteers to meet the projected manpower requirement that the armed 

forces claimed it needed to defend against Cold War adversaries.  Jones stated that he strongly 

recommended reinstating the registration aspect of the draft to help make ready in case of 

national emergency, but not the actual draft since the president was adamantly against such a 

policy.139  One month later, The Chicago Tribune published an article titled “Chief of NATO 

warns: volunteer Army loser,” in which Army General Bernard W. Rogers--Supreme Allied 

Commander Europe (SACEUR), North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), Commander in 

Chief of United States European Command (USEC)--lambasted the failure of the AVF and 
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claimed “an all-volunteer force and the presently inadequate reserve system would be defeated in 

a conventional war before battlefield replacements could reach Europe.”140 

 General Rogers and General Jones were not the only military leaders who questioned the 

validity of the AVF.  Congressional leaders were also asking whether America needed the draft 

for national security.  Meanwhile the American public started asking questions regarding the 

reliance of women in the armed forces.  In an article published in US News & World Report, 

titled “Fresh Doubts About Women in Armed Forces,” dated July 20, 1981, author Robert 

Dudney stated “the Reagan administration is embarking on a wide-ranging reassessment of the 

issue of females in uniform to determine whether they enhance the nation’s combat readiness or 

detract from it.”141  Dudney echoed top military leaders’ concerns, including pregnancy as a 

source of strain on the Army’s and sister branches’ combat readiness.  He continued by 

discussing the various roles women were filling and performing well in nontraditional jobs such 

as flying planes.  Dudney acknowledged defense experts’ insight that if women had not 

volunteered, the AVF would have collapsed long before 1981, proving the only reason the AVF 

was still working was because of women.  He ended his article with this assessment: “defense 

experts concede that the odds for conscription will be greatly increased if the Pentagon’s 

reappraisal leads to cutback in female recruitment.”142 

 The Army’s alarm at its inability to recruit enough male volunteers to fill positions in the 

active and inactive reserves weakened their efforts to dismiss women in the military, and instead 

bolstered arguments for continued gender integration.  In October 1981, almost a year after the 
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Army decided to “pause” recruitment of women, create WITA and essentially force its sister 

services and the Reagan administration to run separate gender policy reviews and manpower task 

forces, ABC News and The Washington Post ran a public poll regarding the all-volunteer force 

(AVF).  The chart below shows the data collected from the Gallup poll.  The question presented 

to the American public was: were they in favor of reinstating the draft or maintaining the all-

volunteer force?  The polls were taken at three distinctive times: February 1980 post-Carter’s 

Selective Service Reform act; August 1981 as America saw increased tensions with Iran and 

Libya; and in October 1981, when Germany held large protests against America and the 

proliferation of nuclear weapons into Europe.  The Communist threat in Europe and the 

increased instability in the Middle East necessitated America’s military and political leadership 

to reexamine armed forces manpower for potential war.  

 

 Reinstate Draft Pro-AVF 

Feb-80 59% 36% 

Aug-81 48% 35% 

Oct-81 43% 51% 

 

The Gallup poll showed a drastic shift in October 1981 at the pinnacle of the draft debate in 

Congress, amongst military leadership, and the American public, when 43 percent of Americans 

polled favored a return to the draft while 51 percent opposed returning to the draft.143  The five-

point change inside two months proves the American public was paying attention and were 

communicating anti-draft sentiment.  With this anti-draft sentiment expressed by the American 

public, politicians were faced with two options: advocate for the draft and lose their jobs because 
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they ignored their constituency’s desires, or turn to the alternative with increasing the use of 

female recruits in the AVF.  The Gallup poll highlighted to Congress and the President that the 

voters favored the AVF; hence the American public was de facto conceding to further gender 

integration of the military in lieu of reinstating the draft. 

 Informed with data from the reports generated by the Department of Defense and the 

administration’s internal task force on manpower requirements, Reagan made a decision for 

military manpower.  Influenced by the American public’s sentiment of not wishing to reinstate 

the draft, Reagan had to concede that women in the military were necessary to maintain the 

AVF, as well as to free men from noncombat roles to fill empty combatant positions.  In addition 

to the anti-AVF sentiment, the gender gap with women voters in America during the 1980s 

played a pivotal role in swaying gendered military policies.  In the 1982 midterm elections, the 

Democrats won several seats from Republicans, a victory attributed to women voters.  Historian 

Marisa Chappell argues: “1980 was the first year that women voted in equal proportion to men; 

this new voting power fueled fear that the gender gap would generate a political turning point 

much different from the ‘Reagan Revolution’ that conservatives envisioned.”144  Disrupting the 

integration of women into the military caused more harangues in Congress, the DACOWITS, 

and the military services.  Feminists like Representative Patricia Schroeder (D-Colorado), 

Women’s Equity Action League (WEAL) Project Director for Women in the Military Carolyn 

Becraft, retired USAF Major General Jeanne Holm, and Assistant Secretary of Defense 

Lawrence J. Korb advocated maintaining women in the military.145  The Reagan administration 

halted the WITA report and conceded further gender integration in the military in an action to 
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simultaneously appease feminists, women voters, and meet Reagan’s primary goal of 

maintaining a strong military without reinstating the draft. 

 On January 14, 1982, Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger disseminated a 

Memorandum for Record to the secretaries of the military departments stating “qualified women 

are essential to obtaining the numbers of quality people required to maintain the readiness of our 

forces.  This Administration desires to increase the role of women in the military.”146  Under the 

banner of national security, Reagan needed women in the military in order to fulfill his promises 

to rebuild the armed forces and defend against the Communist threat, and in response his 

administration implemented policy to continue gender integration, increase the use of women, 

and remove “institutional barriers that existed” within the services.147  Weinberger was known to 

be an antifeminist, this was evident in 1975 during his time as Secretary of the Department of 

Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) in relation to not enforcing Title IX sex discrimination 

legislation.  Weinberger signing, implementing, and disseminating the January 1982 

memorandum was an example of Reagan’s silence on women’s issues actually allowed existing 

pro-feminists policies to continue and even for new policies to be quietly implemented.  In 

March 1982, Assistant Secretary of Defense Lawrence J. Korb officially ended the Army’s 

“pause” and what Holm called the Department of Defense’s overall “womanpause” in reviewing 

gender integration policies.148 

 The fight to maintain women’s roles in the military was won, but the battle for equality 

was far from over.  In November 1981, on the heels of Reagan’s administration generating 
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manpower studies that indicated increasing women’s presence in the military was vital to 

supporting the AVF, Schlafly produced an Eagle Forum Newsletter for her followers.  She 

examined the “800 laws” argument produced in Sex Bias in the US Code: A Report of the US 

Commission on Civil Rights, that proponents of the ERA argued would be changed for the good 

if the ERA passed.  Her four-page newsletter addressed six controversial topics that she 

identified as debatable with ERA proponents, objective tangible points that pro-ERA supporters 

could not refute without using rhetoric that was, according to Schlafly, “radical, irrational, and 

unacceptable to Americans.”149  The first topic she tackled was “ERA Changes in the Military,” 

with four subtopics: women becoming vulnerable to the draft, women assigned to combat duty, 

the downsides of affirmative action implemented to achieve equality, and the supposedly 

negative ramifications of aggressive promotions in recruiting women into the military academies.  

The first two subtopics were the most controversial points debated amongst moderate American 

women who wanted constitutional equality, but not at the expense of women being required to 

serve in combat if the draft was reinstituted. 

 On October 7, 1981, one month prior to Schlafly’s newsletter, Reagan gave a speech at a 

White House luncheon to his Fifty-States Project representatives.  His Fifty-States Project was 

his “answer” to providing women in America equality, by establishing liaisons established 

between the White House and each state’s governor.  The liaisons would meet to discuss and 

examine laws that created barriers within the state and national level that still discriminated 

against women based on their sex.  Just like his campaign speeches, Reagan argued that social 

issues, such as women’s equality, would be solved by fixing the economy; he made the same 

observation in his speech “with respect to our economic program, the well-being of women, like 
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all Americans, depends on a healthy economy…certainly women won’t benefit from continued 

inflation and unemployment.”150  His Fifty-States Project was an intentionally weak solution to a 

pivotal issue, women’s equality.  Through it he championed equality through economy, and with 

Schlafly’s help he promoted equity as equality. 

 When the ERA was defeated June 30, 1982, having received no additional state 

ratifications since 1977, Schlafly and her Eagle Forum supporters celebrated the victory while 

pro-ERA supporters looked to the administration to see what Reagan was going to do for female 

equality.  Discussions of reintroducing the amendment to the Senate occurred throughout the 

year, and in January 1983 the bill was re-introduced to Congress for approval.  In Reagan’s 

“State of the Union Address”, he addressed the economy, relations with the Soviet Union, and 

continued military growth.  On the heels of the failure of the ERA, he attempted to address the 

future for women in America in regards to equality.  As proposed in a letter dated November 9, 

1981 to Elizabeth Dole, Reagan’s head of the Office of Public Liaison, Schlafly stated “our 

policy should be to eliminate discrimination against women and to achieve equity for women 

without sacrificing traditional women’s rights.”151  Reagan used Schlafly’s words in his State of 

the Union Address to convey his stance on female equality in America, stating “our commitment 

to fairness means that we must assure legal and economic equity for women.”152 

 Reagan’s follow-on comments briefly discussed topics listed in his single paragraph 

designed for American women who were wondering what his intent would be for equality in 

1983.  It’s no surprise the language and themes of Reagan’s female equity were identical to 
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Schlafly’s recommendations outlined in her November 1981 newsletter; the Republican Party 

had used Schlafly’s pro-family rhetoric during the 1980 Campaign to capture her grassroots 

conservative followers.153  Reagan’s administration used Schlafly’s carefully crafted 

publications, removed her name, and published their own “newsletter” to distribute to potential 

American women voters under the Reagan banner.  In a note from Diana Lozano, Special 

Assistant to the President and Deputy Director for Women and Hispanic Affairs, to Elizabeth 

Dole, dated November 12, 1981, Lozano provided Dole with Schlafly’s November 1981 Eagle 

Forum Newsletter and stated “I strongly suggest that we get Phyllis’ permission to take off her 

name and have this material available to hand-out and discuss. We finally have some 

ammunition to work with…moderate women will not find every argument here meaningful, but 

many of them are persuasive even to middle-of-the roaders.”154 

 Feminists and moderate American women supporting equality for women demanded 

more than the intentional vagueness displayed by Reagan’s reliance on Schlafly’s rhetoric.  In 

May 1983, Faith Ryan Whittlesey, Assistant to the President from the Office of Public Liaison, 

was tasked to develop a strategy for dealing with the women’s concerns in America.  Whittlesey 

identified a deficiency with the administration and its strategy in dealing with “women’s issues”: 

this deficiency was silence and the action taken was non-existent.  She developed an overall plan 

to detail what the administration had accomplished for women within the last 2.5 years and what 

the administration planned to do in the future.  In her Memorandum for Record titled “Strategy 

for Dealing with Issues of Concern to Women,” Whittlesey used Reagan’s tactic of linking social 

and economic issues during the 1980 presidential campaign with the addition of female “firsts” 

in women entering nontraditional jobs.  This represents the first time Reagan’s administration 
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used female military officers to discuss female empowerment under his leadership, stating that 

from 1980 to 1982 “women military officers increased 12 percent.”155 

 Whittlesey also followed the Carter administration’s tactic of utilizing women to 

communicate Reagan’s social politics within Congressional hearings.  She stated that by using 

women to communicate Reagan’s desires, the actions of those testifying can bolster their 

position in making policy, which as Whittlesey emphasized, is especially “true for 

defense/foreign affairs.”156  Women were performing well in the Defense Department, especially 

the female Air Force pilots.  Whittlesey’s recommendations were reminiscent of the Carter 

administration in using key female symbols to achieve further equalities for women in 

nontraditional domains.   

 There were many feminists, men and women, who filled prominent policy decision-

making positions throughout the Reagan administration.  These feminists were not just 

associated with the Democratic Party, there were plenty in the Republican party as well: head of 

the Office of Public Liaison Elizabeth Dole, Secretary of Health Margaret Heckler, Assistant 

Secretary of Defense Lawrence J. Korb, and special assistant to President Carter (who then 

became Reagan’s special assistant for women’s rights after his 1980 presidential campaign) 

retired USAF Major General Jeanne Holm.157  In addition to presidential appointments, the 

DACOWITS also had feminists in prominent positions.  Antifeminist pundit Brian Mitchell 

observed: “the committee [DACOWITS] maintained its ideological continuity partly because 

members were appointed by the Secretary of Defense for three-year terms, partly because new 
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members were often selected upon the recommendation of old members, but mostly because the 

Reagan administration never opposed feminists in any significant way.”158  Men and women who 

served on the DACOWITS during the Carter era continued to serve under Reagan.  When the 

time came to replace Carter-appointed members with Reagan appointees, the majority of the 

committee members were still feminists.  Secretary of Defense Weinberger, an antifeminist, 

appeased the DACOWITS and was viewed as “fatherly,” never wanting to upset the committee 

members.  Weinberger thus worked with Korb to continue expanding the roles of women in the 

military.  When Frank Carlucci was Deputy Secretary of Defense from 1981-1983, his wife, 

Marcia Carlucci, a feminist, served on the DACOWITS from 1983-1986.159  In 1987, Carlucci 

was appointed Secretary of Defense and continued implementing gender integration policies in 

the military until he was replaced by President George H.W. Bush in 1989. 

 Women in the armed forces were given the opportunity to prove their capabilities by 

executing their operational missions in 1983 with Operation Urgent Fury, the US military 

intervention in Grenada.  On October 24, 1983, President Reagan ordered the US Marines, Army 

Rangers, and Navy Special Warfare Teams (SEALs) to invade Grenada, a tiny Caribbean island 

that was fraught with political turmoil led by local political leftist, Cuban-supported Communist 

militants trying to overthrow the democratic government.  The location of this Communist threat 

in the Caribbean in relation to the US, in conjunction with concerns regarding the safety of US 

medical students and diplomats residing on the island, led Reagan to order military action using 

special operations forces to end the coup and keep US citizens safe in the name of national 
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security.160  Amid the chaos of transporting personnel to the military conflict, Eileen Collins, 

now a Major, found an opportunity to perform as a pilot in hostile territory.  

 Within the first 48 hours of the conflict, Major Collins flew a C-141transport as the 

aircraft commander with copilot, Lieutenant Celeste Hayes, transporting 200 82nd Airborne 

troops to Point Salinas Airport to secure the airfield from Communist militants.  After delivering 

the troops, Collins and Hayes evacuated 36 American medical students to the US because of the 

growing hostilities in the area.161  The few articles published in popular media give little to no 

information regarding Collins and Hayes’ missions into Point Salinas Airport.  This could be 

attributed to classification of the missions; however, with the available information, a narrative 

can be crafted.  On October 25, 1983, at 0500, H-Hour (hit-hour), special operations MC-130s 

aircraft airdropped two elements of US Army Ranger Battalions from the 75th Ranger Regiment 

over Point Salinas Airport, to capture and secure it for continued use by US military forces.  The 

Rangers were met with ground-to-air anti-aircraft artillery (AAA) from Russian-made DShk ZU-

23 mounted machine guns and BTR-60 APC-s (armored personnel carriers that resemble tanks), 

as well as small arms fire from the rebels.162 

 Once the 75th Ranger Battalion secured the airfield, the troops from 82nd Airborne 

Division were able to land and continue to provide airfield security as well as provide additional 

manpower in capturing the rebels and rescuing the American medical students from danger.  

Five hours after the initial air assault on Point Salinas, additional transport aircraft were cleared 
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to bring in more troops and materials to engage the enemy.  Throughout October 25, 1983, Point 

Salinas was under constant attack from the enemy even after “airfield secured” was announced, 

and “noncombatant” aircraft, such as Major Collins and Lt Hayes’ C-141 landed with their load 

of 82nd Airborne Division troops.  The C-141 was capable of transporting no more than 155 

fully-combat loaded troops; in order for Collins and Hayes to offload 200 troops the two women 

likely flew at least two missions.163  It is not known if Collins and Hayes encountered AAA fire; 

what is known is they flew multiple missions into a hostile environment, under combat 

conditions, and delivered troops who were later used in a brief fight against Cubans trying to 

retake the airfield.  What is also known is both female pilots were awarded Armed Forces 

Expeditionary Medals for their service in Grenada in Operation Urgent Fury.164   

 Collins and Hayes’s historic mission meets the 1978 definition of “combat” generated by 

the Department of Defense.  They were in a hostile environment performing their jobs as pilots 

transporting combat troops to an objective which these troops were used to defend while in a 

more or less continuous firefight while unarmed C-141s were resupplying the airfield.  Collins 

and Hayes also received campaign medals for their missions just like their male peers involved 

in the conflict.  The stories of their heroic efforts in crippling the Cubans’ rebellion in Grenada 

was not reported in 1983 news media articles or in speeches by the President: instead, silence.   

 In 1986, the Los Angeles Times published an article titled “Air Force Says Women Flew 

Grenada Missions,” highlighting the fact federal law banned women in combat duties and yet 

“several female pilots, flight engineers and loadmasters flew missions during the initial phases of 
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the 1983 invasion.”165  The newspaper claimed “senior Air Force officials” divulged the 

information to the Times for publication.166  The article states that the female aviators were from 

the 63d Military Airlift Wing located at Norton Air Force Base in Southern California, whose 

mission was C-141 transports.  Collins and Hayes were stationed at Travis AFB in Northern 

California; both bases launched multiple C-141s to support Grenada.  Major General William J. 

Mall was quoted saying “there was some hostile fire, but not in the immediate vicinity…there 

was some (gunfire) at one end of the airport…there was some risk there, that’s true.”167  The 

article summarized Mall’s statement regarding no one being hurt or injured, but used his follow-

on quote to provide drama and public awareness: although the airport was “under friendly 

control…it was a combat zone.”168  Other Air Force officials cited in the article stated that there 

was no time to differentiate aircrew by gender, and when the call came from the Secretary of 

Defense to execute a Presidential order to save American lives and defend the US from the 

Cuban militants, expediency was the only thing that mattered.  McGuire Air Force Base in New 

Jersey sent more than a dozen female aviators to the operation within the first few hours of the 

airfield seizure.  Dean quotes Mall “It was known that…we had some women crew members on 

those 141s [C-141], and we looked at the situation and determined that the risk of exposure to 

hostile fire and the risk of capture were not factors to preclude it…it [sending female aviators] 

wasn’t something that surprised everyone.”169  The article concluded by noting that the American 

debate regarding women in combat stemmed from the 1970s and was still, in 1986, a dominant 

discussion point within politics and society.   
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 By 1986, Mall had pinned on his second star and was working in the Pentagon as the 

Director of Personnel Plans in the Office of the Deputy Chief of Staff, Personnel, Headquarters.  

He was a well-seasoned C-141 pilot with close ties to the 63d Military Airlift Wing at Norton 

AFB, CA, having served as the unit’s Operations Deputy Group Commander from 1974 to 1977.  

In 1983 he was the first commander of the Military Airlift Command (MAC) 23d Air Force, 

which was in charge of providing tactical mobility air support in an expedient manner for 

presidential missions.  Mall was very knowledgeable about women aviators and their roles in the 

C-141 community.  His retirement from the Air Force in November 1986 allowed Mall to speak 

openly of the female pilots involved in Grenada.170  Dean mentions no other name besides Mall 

in the article, and none of the women are named regarding who piloted which mission.  Not until 

1999, five years after the repeal of Title X combat exclusionary laws, and sixteen years after the 

conflict, do pieces of Collins and Hayes stories regarding Grenada begin to appear.  The silence 

surrounding the female aviators in Grenada, and the leaking of information to the Los Angeles 

Times by a man retiring later that year, was intentional.  The manner in which this information 

was conveyed to the public demonstrates the delicateness of the topic of women in combat 

within the military leadership and the American public, and yet it also proved to be an ongoing 

issue that would not remain silent much longer. 

 The silence did not hinder career progression for individual USAF female aviators, but 

this silence also failed to spur action to change temporary or established “test-data” procedures 

into permanent policies for integration.  From the inception of admitting women to the USAF 

UPT in 1976, a cap on numbers was instituted while data from the “test program” was evaluated.  

In the 1976 “Final Report of Air Staff Working Group on Training and Utilization of Women 
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Pilots,” the Air Force Chief of Staff, General David C. Jones, approved using a percentage 

system to create a cap for the number of women authorized to attend UPT, based on the 

percentage of women authorized to enter active duty status per year.  Jones authorized the use of 

a comparable percentage for UPT at a time when 3.5 percent of officers entering active duty in 

the 1970s were female.  Based on that percentage, this would mean only two women would be 

allowed to enter UPT per year, a number that would make the test program irrelevant with such 

meager data points.  Instead, Jones authorized 20 women for the first two classes, 10 in Class 77-

08 and 10 in Class 78-03.  After Class 78-03’s graduation, the ATC Commander, General John 

W. Roberts, established a new baseline number to apply for females joining UPT fiscal year 

1979, with no indefinite date established to reassess changing percentages.  That number was 10 

women per UPT training base, per fiscal year, regardless of the percentage or actual number of 

female officers entering active duty each year.171   

 According to Roberts, the reason for maintaining 10 women per fiscal year per UPT 

training base was to have a constant baseline to gather data points on whether female pilots 

would have any adverse reactions to flight or show signs of incompetence.  In the 1977 ATC 

annual history, Roberts claimed the Air Force was “collecting data on unique problems 

associated with women pilots” such as “unique medical problems (e.g., birth control pills, 

pregnancy, and menses…)”172  In Roberts’s interview, physiological questions arose regarding 

medical data points with women flying, whether their bodies could withstand “Gs” in flight and 

whether their legs were strong enough for maintaining control of the aircraft using the rudder 
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pedals on the ground and in flight.173  While collecting data points for medical information 

represented one reason for limiting admission, another reason for maintaining only 10 women 

per fiscal year per UPT base was the Title X combat exclusionary laws.  With these laws still 

intact, and five UPT bases each potentially graduating 10 female pilots (for a total of 50 female 

pilots Air Force-wide), while at the same time graduating up to 2,300 male pilots per fiscal year, 

this meant women made up only about 2 percent of new Air Force pilots each year.174   

 Starting in October 1978, the five remaining UPT bases—Columbus AFB, MS; Laughlin 

AFB, TX; Reese AFB, TX; Vance AFB, OK; and Williams AFB, AZ—were directed to 

maintain attrition data on the female pilot candidates.  General data points collected included: 

total graduates, total entry into training, total eliminated from the program, with subdivisions for 

reasons of elimination: fly, self-initiated elimination (SIE), academic, and medical.  The reports 

were called “Women in Undergraduate Pilot Training, Attrition by Cause,” and each of the five 

UPT bases crafted their own assessments encompassing 10 years of basic attrition data.  Reese 

AFB, TX dated their report 11 Oct 78 – 31 Dec 88, the chart below summarizes their ten-year 

data: 

 

Total 

Graduates 

Total 

Entered 

Total 

Eliminated Fly SIE Academic Medical 

Ave. 

Attrition 

64 106 45 26 10 0 7 41.75% 
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The data in the above chart is representative of the other four bases providing UPT training.175  

The data for male candidates is not comparable because the ratio of male to female candidates 

were vastly disproportionate. 

 The silence generated by Reagan and his administration towards the female pilots did not 

stop the test program, nor did it help.  In 1987, the Air Force generated an amended summary of 

personnel numbers, aircraft inventory, along with pay charts.  The 1987 summary was special 

because it looked back 11 years, FY 1976 to FY 1987; FY 1976 was when women were 

authorized admission into all the service academies, and females in the Air Force were 

authorized entry into UPT under a “test” program.  The chart below demonstrates that female 

officers in the Air Force had more than doubled in 11 years: 

 

Fiscal 

Year Total Female Officers % of total force 

1976 4,965 5 

1987 12,642 11.8 

            

The data in this chart represents the fast pace growth of females in the Air Force during a time 

that should have been slow due to Reagan’s era of silent military gendered policies.176  Even 

with the established and acknowledged increase in women filling officer positions in the Air 

Force, the existing UPT caps were still maintained at just 50 slots per year.   

 The stagnation for women in the military, such as maintaining the cap on UPT, started 

with policy makers trying to validate their social experiments by testing whether women could 

perform combat-related duties without actually being in combat.  With the continually evolving 
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technology such as the B-2 stealth bomber used to modernize the Air Force; policy makers could 

not use the antiquated argument of biology and physiology prevented women from effectively 

employing technology.  The debates that started in the 1970s with politicians mandating the 

military place women in nontraditional roles to increase the utilization of women, shifted to 

Pentagon leadership mandating that Congress, to repeal the combat barriers to increase the 

utilization of women.  In a January 1985 speech to the Women Officers Professional 

Association, Navy Admiral James D. Watkins, Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) stated: “Our 

position has been…that repeal…or changes to the laws are going to have to emanate from the 

grass-roots of this country.”177   

 In their 1981 Spring meeting, the DACOWITS recommended that the Defense 

Department and the president repeal the Title X combat exclusionary laws.  DACOWITS used 

manpower rhetoric to bolster their endorsement: “the restrictions embodied in 10 US C 6015 and 

8549 constitute major roadblocks to the full utilization of women and consequently to the 

effective assignment of all personnel which is required to ensure the strongest possible defense 

of the United States.”178  The debate concerning women’s positions and continued dismantling of 

internal barriers such as Title X, as discussed by DACOWITS, paralleled the American public’s 

debate about the role of equality for women during Reagan’s tenure as president.  The silence 

surrounding Reagan’s plan for female equality remained a glaring question in late October 1983.  

Whittlesey was still drafting memos to the Public Liaison Office regarding the president’s 

response to the ERA and his 1981 Fifty-States Project.  Tanya Melich, co-founder of the 

National Women’s Political Caucus, was a loyal Republican until 1998 when she left the party 

because of its assault on women in America through policies (or lack thereof).  She argued in her 
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book, The Republican War Against Women, that during his first term, Reagan maintained a 

stagnate, silent posture for women in his social agenda.  Melich stated, “the tension between the 

White House and women’s groups—feminist and not-so-feminist—was electric…one of the 

worst offenders was the president…who seemed to bumble into one off-putting statement after 

another.”179 

 Reagan’s first term foreshadowed what his second term would encompass for women, 

both in America and in the military; a state of uncertainty.  Melich stated, “the White House’s 

principal objective in 1984 was to reelect Reagan…[they were] not interested in women’s 

sensibilities except as they might affect his electability.”180  Reagan used the same economic and 

foreign policy rhetoric in his speeches that he had four years earlier, highlighting how women 

were filling more labor positions in America and the military’s growth and its success against the 

Soviets and Cubans in Afghanistan and Grenada.  For women’s equality he promoted equal pay 

for equal work and continued to advocate his Fifty-States Project; in short, nothing within his 

speeches had changed.  What had changed on the social agenda was that the ERA was no longer 

a factor, nor was the issue of drafting women.  With a booming economy, a strong military, and a 

perception that the US had regained its dominant position in the world, American men and 

women voted for the man who had the personality to draw them in and make them feel safe.181 

 In 1984, when Reagan won the presidency for a second term, as Melich stated, “the 

silence ended,” or least the confusion regarding women’s issues in America found answers 

dictated by the New Right/Religious Right conservatives.182  Women’s issues defined as 

reproductive—abortion rights, child care, and welfare—came under harsh attack from Reagan’s 
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antifeminist administration.  He appointed Pat Buchanan, an extreme New Right conservative 

nationally-known for his antifeminist beliefs, as the Director of White House Communications.  

The Director of Communications crafts the president’s speeches delivered to the American 

public, which meant Buchanan’s antifeminist beliefs shaped the content of Reagan’s speeches 

hereafter and thus defined the administration’s social agenda.  Melich observed: “the actions of 

the Reagan administration and its anti-choice [anti-abortion] allies on the Hill dealt a serious 

blow to women’s freedom, especially during his second term.”183  

 Even with all the heated chatter and the administration’s attacks on women’s issues in 

America, within the Air Force, female pilots continued to train, continued to be promoted, and 

continued to progress in their careers as officers and as aviators.  In 1982, the Air Force 

authorized women to pilot the Boeing E-3 Sentry airborne warning and control system 

(AWACS) aircraft, and in 1986, authorized women to fly Boeing’s RC-135 reconnaissance 

aircraft and Lockheed Martin’s EC-130 electronic countermeasure aircraft.184   

 From 1980 to 1989, Kathy La Sauce’s aviation career broke down many barriers for 

future female aviators.  Her 10-day C-141 aircraft commander upgrade checkride in 1980 proved 

to her colleagues and to the world women pilots were just as capable as men.  Throughout her 

upgrade mission, La Sauce encountered multiple aircraft inflight emergencies, testing her aircraft 

knowledge and flight capabilities to safely land the aircraft and the occupants in Guam.  In 2019 

a documentary examining retired Lieutenant Colonel Kathy La Sauce’s Air Force career, she 

discussed her checkride and stated, “[the malfunctions] was the best thing that could happen to 

me…all these malfunctions; not only did it build my self-confidence, but it built the confidence 

of the men I flew with…they knew I was a good pilot…my flight reputation opened more 
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opportunities for my future.”185  La Sauce upgraded from aircraft commander to instructor pilot 

and flight evaluator.  In 1986, after her success in the C-141 community, Lieutenant Colonel La 

Sauce applied for the Presidential Support Squadron, to pilot the VC-135, a specialized Boeing 

707, supporting President Reagan’s travels.  She moved from California to Maryland and 

became the first female to fly as a special air mission (SAM) pilot.  Her flying career in the VC-

135 was cut short when she was medically disqualified from aviation, which removed her from 

the Air Force’s Operations Commander’s list.186   

 La Sauce moved to the Pentagon while she waited for her next job outside the flying 

community.  In 1989, she was selected to be the first female squadron commander for an Aerial 

Port Squadron at Andrews AFB, MD.  As the Squadron Commander for the 93d Aerial Port 

Squadron, La Sauce’s unit ran the nation’s premiere logistics missions: taking care of the 

remains of America’s missing in action (MIA) soldiers from Vietnam, and preparing and 

deploying combat gear and rations to Iraq for the First Gulf War.  La Sauce received Reagan’s 

final flight-line salute when he left the presidential office at the end of his second term.  She 

retired May 1, 1992 after twenty years of outstanding service to her country and the Air Force 

with multiple accolades and firsts: first woman maintenance officer, first female pilot, first 

female Air Force aircraft commander, first female SAM pilot, and first female Aerial Port 

Squadron Commander.187 

 In 1989, Eileen Collins was selected to attend the Air Force Test Pilot School at Edwards 

AFB, CA, making her the second female pilot to be selected to attend the same school where 
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Chuck Yeager famously broke the sound barrier more than four decades earlier.188  Under 

Reagan’s hollow equal pay for equal work rhetoric, the Air Force female pilots were living 

Reagan’s ideals of female equality.  The pilots received the same officer pay as their male peers, 

and received flight pay as aviators just like their male peers.  The only thing that kept them from 

obtaining full equality with their male peers was the opportunity to fly in combat.  Thus, Title X 

combat exclusionary laws were the sole remaining legislative factor that kept Air Force female 

aviators from achieving full equality. 

 In January 1988, Major General Ernest A. Bedke gave an interview to Air War College 

student Lieutenant Colonel Douglas G. Lamb as part of the United States Air Force Oral History 

Program.  Bedke had retired from the Air Force some five years earlier on June 1, 1983 as the 

Deputy Chief of Staff in Operations and Intelligence at Headquarters Pacific Air Forces, Hickam 

Air Force Base, Hawaii.  During the interview, Douglas asked Belke: “what about women fighter 

pilots?”189  Bedke joked “I wouldn’t tamper with that (laughter)…it appears to me that you are 

kind of standing there in front of a moving truck, and that truck is going to run over you one of 

these days. (laughter)”190  He then explained to Douglas that the “truck” was the Air Force 

female pilots along with Congressional leadership supporting their progression into the fighter 

cockpit.  Bedke claimed military and civilian leadership who resisted the progression of female 

aviators into Air Force aircraft had been beaten down and lost the fight of maintaining the status 

quo, so it was only a matter of time before that truck would lead women into combat aircraft.  

Bedke stated, “if I read the tea leaves, I would say that someday there are going to be some 
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women fighter pilots…that might not happen next week, but more likely it is going to happen 

about 3 or 4 years from now.”191 

 Bedke gave his interview in 1988, he had retired in 1983, so his assessment was based on 

conversations amongst military and the Department of Defense leadership asking the question: 

what next for the Air Force female pilot?  His assessment of “3 to 4 years from now” was fairly 

close; in 1991, another nationally-televised conflict in the Middle East required American troops 

to deploy and engage the enemy.  And as women proved beyond doubt that they could succeed 

as combatants, the Gulf War became more than just a battle for national security; it was also the 

beginning of a four-year battle for full legislative equality for the USAF female pilot and fellow 

women aviators. 
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Chapter 3  

Fight for Combat: Equality Won 

 On Wednesday, April 28, 1993, national news media outlets were buzzing with the new 

defense policy regarding women in the military.  On ABC’s World News Tonight, at 6:30pm, 

Peter Jennings stated “the headlines tonight is about women.  New opportunities for women in 

the military, new horizons in the civilian workplace…It’s been a very long time in coming, but 

as of today the US military establishment has finally been ordered to put women on a far more 

equal footing with men.”192  Jennings turned to Bob Zelnick, ABC’s World News Tonight 

correspondent at the Pentagon covering the announcement made two-and-a-half hours prior to 

Jennings’ televised report.  Zelinck stated: “After fighting the change for years, the services tried 

to outdo each other today in displaying their enthusiasm for women combat pilots.”193 

 Zelnick talked to Navy Lieutenant Susan Still and Air Force Lieutenant Jeannie Flynn 

about being the first female pilots to go through air combat schools in the US military.  The 

Navy Lieutenant excitedly stated there would be new career opportunities available to her now 

with the new policy.  The Air Force Lieutenant echoed Still’s sentiment regarding new 

opportunities.  Zelnick then turned the conversation towards Flynn’s boss, Air Force Chief of 

Staff General Merrill McPeak, an antifeminist, and called him out on his belief regarding women 

flying in combat.  Zelnick nonchalantly stated, “Flynn’s boss, Air Force Chief of Staff Merrill 

McPeak, has opposed the change, but now says he’ll fully implement it.”194  McPeak, trying to 
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maintain good humor, answered back, “the Secretary made a decision, so I’m comfortable with 

it.  And there’s always a small chance that I was wrong. [laughter]”195 

 In 1993, eighteen years after women were given the opportunity to attend UPT for the Air 

Force, and thirteen years after President Carter’s administration set into motion the repeal of 

Title X’s combat exclusionary laws for female aviators in the Air Force and Navy, the symbol of 

female equality won her fight for combat, making her fully equal to her peers.  What events 

occurred for military and political leadership to repeal Title X’s combat exclusionary laws?  

What did this equality mean for other women in the military?  Zelnick demonstrated in his 

interview that military leadership—and specifically Air Force leadership—was not in-sync with 

the Department of Defense and the President in placing women in combat positions.  The 

progression of the female pilot in the 1980s under Reagan’s silent administration, in conjunction 

with legislative policies crafted and put into America’s society for the socio-cultural experiment 

in the 1970s under Carter’s administration, had enabled President George H.W. Bush to sign the 

National Defense Authorization Act for fiscal years ‘91 and ‘92 [Public Law 102-190] on 

December 5, 1991, setting in motion the repeal of Title X combat exclusions for female aviators.  

For Air Force women, the removal of the Title X combat exclusions meant total equality in the 

Defense Department and in America.  Flying in combat aircraft meant women in the Air Force 

could employ the same technology as their male counterparts and be judged the same in 

promotion boards on the basis of mission employment and not their sex. 

 The fight for combat is directly linked to the First Gulf War (1990-1991) and the US 

Navy’s Tailhook Scandal (1991), but the conflicts and debates leading to and surrounding these 

two events require examination to understand the motivation for repealing Title X combat 

exclusionary laws and what evidence persuaded Congress to finally concede on the topic.  In 
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1988, Vice President George H.W. Bush ran for the presidential office under the Republican 

Party ticket.  When it came to social politics, Bush maintained Reagan and New Right rhetoric 

and strategies.  Republican feminist Tanya Melich observed, “his staff kept a tight rein over his 

positions on women’s issues, particularly abortion and family planning.  He never wavered.”196  

When it came to women’s equality, Bush campaigned equality through equity and reiterated that 

constitutional amendments like the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) was not the answer to 

providing American women equality.  Bush maintained planks that kept him in good standing 

with the New Rights/Religious Rights.197  When he was elected President he had limited time to 

make military gender integration policies because he was faced with the US invasion of Panama 

from mid-December 1989 through late January 1990, followed by another, much larger conflict 

in August 1990: the First Gulf War.  Instead, the military policies regarding gender were crafted 

and implemented by feminists from both the Carter and Reagan administrations.   

 One key event in 1987 showcased the Middle Eastern tension that would set into motion 

military discussions and decisions that would shape Bush’s military policies on gender once he 

became president.  On May 17, 1987, at 9pm Gulf Time, two Iraqi single-seat Mirage F-1 

fighter-bomber jets shot two Exocet missiles at the US Navy’s USS Stark, striking the frigate, 

injuring 21 Naval personnel and killing 37.198  This attack was significant for four reasons.  First, 

while Iraq and Iran had been at war for over six years, the United States was not at war with Iraq.  

Second, the Iraqi F-1 fighters not only shot at the US Naval frigate, but they also intercepted a 

US E-3 Sentry airborne warning and control system (AWACS) aircraft flying a standard 
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noncombatant mission that night.  Third, the attack escalated American and Saudi military forces 

readiness alert levels post-attack, which would lead into the US taking action in 1990 with the 

First Gulf War.  Under both the Carter and Reagan administrations, Middle East oil had been a 

precious US commodity that neither president was willing to lose over conflicts with Iran or Iraq.  

Lastly, the attack required Congressional and military leadership to re-evaluate women’s roles in 

combat, and re-examined the definition of “combat” in an age of Exocet fire-and-forget guided 

missiles. 

 Since 1980, under Carter’s administration, the United States Air Force (USAF) operated 

aircraft over the northern gulf area, patrolling Saudi oil fields and providing intelligence to the 

Department of Defense regarding the Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988).  Reagan promised America a 

stronger foreign policy in conjunction with lowering oil prices and defending the nation’s 

economic and international interests, and he did this with the use of the military.  The conflict 

between Iran and Iraq escalated from land to the sea with the destruction of oil tankers, thus 

cutting into Iran’s revenue for war supplies and the resulting nickname for the conflict: the 

“tanker war.”  The war started with Iraq invading Iran in September 1980 in pursuit of territorial, 

political, and religious disputes.  Iran had just undergone a revolution in which the Sha of Iran—

a longtime US ally—was ousted, leading Iraq’s president Saddam Hussein to believe he had an 

opportunity to attack a disorganized state in hopes of gaining oil-rich territory.  Hussein’s plans 

failed and Iran countered the Iraqi forces, successfully defending Iranian assets and oil fields and 

inflicting costly losses on Iraq.199 Because the US’s supply of cheap Middle Eastern oil was 

under threat, the Reagan administration moved E-3 Sentry AWACS along with naval assets to 

patrol the skies and seas in the Persian Gulf in the name of national and economic security. 
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 In 1982, the AWACS community began training women to be pilots and navigators.  

After Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger directed the services to find other internal barriers 

that could be removed to integrate more women into closed positions, the Air Force opened the 

AWACS platform for female aviators.  The E-3 Sentry AWACS is an aircraft with integrated 

communication, radar, and radio suites that allow aircrew to develop an overhead real-time 

picture of a particular battlespace.  The information collected includes the locations and 

movement data of friendly, neutral, and hostile targets, which is compiled, generated, and 

published to US military assets connected to the electronic network displays maintained by the 

AWACS.  The crew compliment for the aircraft is two pilots, one navigator, one flight engineer, 

and 13-16 mission crew specialists (dependent on the mission).  The aircraft became operational 

in 1978, the same year women were allowed to attend air battle manager (ABM) training and fill 

the 13-16 mission crew specialist positions.200 

 In May 1987, there were four AWACS stationed at Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, performing 

their standard combat air patrol (CAP) missions over the northern gulf collecting intelligence for 

the Saudis and Americans.  The AWACS standard operations tempo was 24-hour coverage, 

seven days a week, continuous since 1981.  In a Veteran’s History Project interview, Captain 

Cynthia Celine Curry reflected on her May 17, 1987 mission performing navigator duties on the 

AWACS that night.  She stated that they departed Riyadh like any other night, without fighter 

escort because the Americans and Saudis weren’t at war with Iraq or Iran.  The pilots in 

conjunction with the ABMs noticed Iraqi fighters in the air, not abnormal behavior since the F-1s 

constantly launched attacks on Iranian targets.  The ABM that identified the fighter-jets 

departure from Iraq noticed they “had flown about 40 miles south of the edge of Iraqi-Iran 
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combat zone…[than] made a sharp turn toward the frigate Stark.  A few seconds later the 

AWACS detected an Exocet missile closing on the Stark.”201  The aircraft commander quickly 

radioed the Riyadh air base requesting fighter protection.  Curry stated, “the Iraqi fighters 

intercepted our AWACS…we banked, maneuvered, and tried to get away as quickly as we 

could…we could not defend ourselves.”202 

 The Saudis launched two F-15s to stave off the Iraqi F-1s.  The Saudi fighters chased the 

Iraqi fighters back to the Iraq-Iran warzone airspace and returned to the AWACS, escorting it 

safely back to Riyadh.  Curry observed that moment with the Iraqi fighters was the scariest 

moment in her life; she was a navigator in an unarmed plane that was not involved with combat 

operations and yet she, along with the rest of the crew, had suddenly become potential targets.203  

While Curry never stated whether or not other women were on the plane that night, she did 

acknowledge there were other females in her unit flying missions as navigators, pilots, and 

ABMs.  The United States was then allies with Iraq, and the attack on the USS Stark outraged 

the United States, causing the Reagan administration to re-evaluate the military assets deployed 

and stationed in Saudi Arabia.  On May 21, 1987, four days after the incident, President Saddam 

Hussein wrote a formal letter of condolence addressed to President Reagan and the American 

people stating: “All the Iraqis and I feel most profoundly the sorrow of moments such as these, 

since we have ourselves lost a great many of our dear ones in this war which has been raging 

now for seven years…”204  Throughout the condolence letter, Hussein was quick to blame the 

war with Iran for the deaths of the Stark crew, and not the Iraqi fighter pilots.   
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 Hussein did not state whether he punished the pilots for firing on a neutral ship or for 

almost shooting down the unarmed noncombatant AWACS.  Instead, he used the opportunity to 

demonstrate to Reagan and the American people the war was taking a toll on the Iraqi people and 

Iran was not stopping the unnecessary deaths with the war Hussein himself had unnecessarily 

started.  The United States reacted by increasing the air and naval forces in Saudi Arabia and the 

Persian Gulf to continue to provide Kuwaiti tankers escort to ensure “security of the region” and 

“to keep open the gulf’s international sea lanes.”205  After the USS Stark incident, the US and 

Iraqi military leadership “worked out procedures to avoid future accidental attacks.”206  Even 

with the procedures in place, in 1988, US naval ships continued to report that Iraqi jets flying too 

close to naval assets and only maneuvered away from the naval ships when given warning and 

were moments away from being fired upon by US forces.   

 On August 20, 1988, Iraq and Iran ended their war, reinstating “peace” in the Persian 

Gulf.  For Curry and other female aviators flying in the AWACS and other noncombatant 

aircraft, Congress and the Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services 

(DACOWITS) decided to re-evaluate women’s roles in combat.  In January 1988, in response to 

DACOWITS request, the Defense Department presented to Congress their report on their Task 

Force findings for women in the military.  In the report the Defense Department identified areas 

within the military that women were still being barred from service when the mission or position 

did not necessarily equate to war or combat.  The Defense Department instituted a “risk-rule” to 

Title X combat exclusionary laws to allow more positions to be opened to females in the military 

in a continued effort to fully integrate women in the armed forces.  The risk-rule was created in 

1985 because, as demonstrated by the AWACS intercepted by the Iraqis in 1987, the battlefield 
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had become increasingly blurred as technology allowed for nations to reach out to other 

countries with a push-of-a-button.  Additionally, the re-examination of risk to women in 

conjunction with combat allowed the Defense Department to gain grounds in standardizing the 

definition combat for all services, versus having one branch remain more conservative than the 

others, which was, as DACOWITS believed, a contributing factor to sex-based discrimination.207 

 In the 1988 report, the Task Force, composed of Department of Defense and military 

leadership, acknowledged that technology had advanced to the point where geographically 

defined battlefields were no longer recognizable.  Instead of using technological advancements 

as a means to slow progression for women in the military under the logic that women were now 

vulnerable wherever they served, the Task Force identified this ideology as detrimental to gender 

integration.  Additionally, the Task Force identified another political figure who continued to 

muddy the risk versus combat issue: the Secretary of Defense.  The Task Force report stated, 

“the Task Force believes that the Secretary of Defense should develop more explicit guidance 

about how combat missions should be defined and to specify the way in which risk can be 

considered when assessing noncombat units and positions for closure to women.”208  The report 

constructed a more defined ideal regarding the risk-rule and how it should be implemented 

amongst the services, especially the Army and Air Force, the two leading branches with the most 

controversy surrounding their missions and combat employment.  The Task Force recommended 

the Army maintain battlefield in their definition of combat and have the Air Force re-evaluate 

reconnaissance aircraft that have potential to fly over hostile territory, however not all missions 

are flown over “hostile” territory.209  As identified by the Carter administration in 1980, 
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Congress has the power to identify hostile, war environments, as well as who could serve in said 

locations.  The elastic definition of “battlefield” and “hostile” territory allowed for women in the 

Air Force—specifically in aviation—to serve in areas that were once rigidly defined. 

 The report stressed the re-examination of risk-rules in conjunction with noncombatant 

aircraft within the Air Force with the potential of opening strategic reconnaissance aircraft such 

as the SR-71, U/TU-2, and the TR-1 to female pilots.210  What the report did not acknowledge 

was by re-evaluating the 1985 risk-rule in relation to combat units, assignments, and platforms, 

the Defense Department was blurring the lines of combat versus noncombat, making the it harder 

for Congress to maintain a black and white definition of combat.  Just as Curry flew in an 

AWACS over “safe” airspace performing “noncombat” related missions over the northern gulf 

collecting intelligence about an ongoing war, the SR-71 and U-2 could fly over any nation and 

perform the same type of data collecting missions.  If a country at war does not like the presence 

of an USAF strategic reconnaissance platform collecting intelligence, all that nation would have 

to do is intercept or shoot-down the noncombatant aircraft as Iraq did with its F-1 Mirages. 

 The new definitions of combat incorporating the re-examined “risk-rule” concluded with 

the statement: “in order to maintain and protect readiness levels, all women serving in positions 

validated by the definitional changes, will remain in those positions in the event of mobilization 

or other national emergencies.”211  This last statement established the military’s deployment 

posture for Panama in 1989 and the First Gulf War, also known as the Persian Gulf War, in 

1990.  This last statement also accelerated changing roles for women in combat, bringing USAF 

female pilots closer to obtaining full female equality in America. 
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 In the summer of 1990, the newly revised risk-rule policy was put to test with the help of 

Iraq.  On August 2, Hussein invaded the neighboring nation of Kuwait.  Hussein invaded the oil-

rich nation in hopes of absorbing the country’s resources to pay down Iraq’s debt incurred from 

his failed eight-year war with Iran.  His invasion generated an international crisis, with the 

United Nations (UN) Security Council condemning Iraq, and demanding Iraq leave Kuwait, and 

implementing a ban on trade with Iraq in order to “protect the legitimate interests of Kuwait.”212  

On August 14, President Bush broadcasted the United States’s sentiment regarding the 

unprovoked invasion, demanding the “immediate, complete, and unconditional withdrawal of all 

Iraqi forces from Kuwait,” and asserted that the American people would not tolerate Hussein 

terrorizing and impeding on another nation’s freedoms.213  The UN Security Council called for a 

coalition of nations to provide military personnel and assets to remedy Kuwait’s situation if 

Hussein did not withdraw his forces from the nation.  For six months, 39 nations postured troops 

and assets in Saudi Arabia for a potential conflict with Iraq; the US sent roughly 500,000 men 

and 40,000 women from the armed forces to support the coalition.214 

 Despite this looming threat, Hussein refused to withdraw Iraqi forces, on January 16, 

1991, one day after the January 15 withdrawal deadline established by the UN, the coalition 

launched air and missile attacks on Iraq, utilizing air forces to gain air superiority over the region 

to prepare for a ground assault.  Women in the air and on the ground were able to perform their 

duties and show Congress and the American public they could leave their families, live in austere 

conditions, and fight just like their male peers.  Captain Teresa Blakeney, an ABM, deployed 

with her AWACS unit a week into the Iraqi bombing campaign.  In the summer of 1990 
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Blakeney was in the middle of an exercise at Nellis AFB, Nevada, called Desert Flag.  The 

boundaries of the exercise were constructed to mimic Iraq, to prepare for a possible invasion.  

After one of the training missions the crew landed looking for the other air players; what they 

found instead were the other aircrew surrounding the televisions in the unit watching the Iraqi 

invasion of Kuwait on national news.  Her unit was notified they had one week to get their 

personnel together and out the door for a deployment to Riyadh, Saudi Arabia to support the 

January air campaigns.  In Blakeney’s Veteran History Project interview, she stated: “I, we were 

excited; this was the first opportunity to really do what we have trained to do for years…no one 

relishes the fact of going to war, but I think that the opportunity to train, or to do what you 

trained for was exciting to get to do.”215  

 No stranger to Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, Curry now deployed with the AWACS community 

for combat-support missions in contrast to her previous peacetime orbits in 1987.  The AWACS 

crews flew 16-18 hours every night, providing coalition air forces with real-time air space 

pictures of Iraqi targets.  During the day Curry and Blakeney slept and at night they conducted 

their missions.  Both women told stories of hearing and seeing SCUD missiles launched from 

Iraq at their base in Riyadh, and witnessing the destruction of buildings and deaths of personnel 

caused by these attacks.  In the air, at the beginning of the air campaign, Blakeney observed, 

“when we first got over there and there was still really tight, heightened, tensions, for the air 

war,” with the Iraqi fighters constantly trying to intercept the AWACS.216  After the coalition 

achieved air superiority, the Iraqi fighters still tried to approach the AWACS, and according to 

Blakeney: “if they hit a certain line of delineation over there…if we had fighters close enough, 
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[our forces] could literally scramble and fire on them.”217  Both Curry and Blakeney experienced 

Iraqi fighters trying to intercept them throughout the Gulf War, and many times the AWACS did 

not have a coalition friendly fighter nearby to “scramble and fire on them [Iraqi fighter jets]” if 

the AWACS required protection. 

 Other women did not fare as well in aviation during the war.  Major Marie T. Rossi, an 

Army helicopter pilot for B Company, 18th Army Aviation Brigade, and Major Rhonda L. 

Cornum an Army flight surgeon with the 229th Attack Helicopter Regiment, experienced two 

hazards of war: death and becoming a prisoner of war (POW).  Congressional and military 

leaders, Schlafly and the New Right, and the American public had long debated death and POW 

status for not repealing Title X combat exclusionary laws and the ratification of the Equal Rights 

Amendment (ERA).  On February 27, 1991, Cornum—a former helicopter pilot-turned flight 

surgeon—was on a UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter performing a search-and-rescue mission 

looking for a downed F-16 pilot.  During the mission the helicopter was shot down, and she 

broke both arms, several fingers, and sustained a gunshot wound to her back.  She awoke from 

the incident with five Iraqi soldiers pointing their rifles at her and she knew she wasn’t dead, but 

was injured pretty badly and was now a POW.218 

 Cornum and one of her fellow soldiers, Sergeant Troy Dunlop, were taken back to one of 

the Iraqi bunkers for questioning.  According to a 1996 interview of Cornum on Frontline PBS, 

she and Dunlop were psychologically terrorized, they were both thrown to the ground, handguns 

placed at the back of their heads, with screams of “Shoot’em!” coming from the group of Iraqi 

soldiers.219  They weren’t shot; instead they were dragged into bunkers for interrogation.  The 
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Iraqis had no idea she was a woman because of her uniform, flak jacket, survival vest, and 

weapon, but that all changed when they stood her up and took off her helmet.  Cornum stated, 

“So they took off my flight helmet, and all this long below shoulder length brown hair came 

out…they realized, ‘oh my goodness, this is a girl!’ and they became louder…they were 

surprised to see me there.”220  The Iraqis moved Cornum and Dunlop to Basra, during that 30-

minute car ride Cornum became another statistic, she was sexually assaulted by one of the Iraqi 

guards. 

 During the assault Cornum was immobilized because of her broken bones.  She stated, “I 

feel confident he knew he shouldn’t be doing what he was doing, because every time I’d scream, 

he’d quit…I was just amazed that he would want to do that.”221  Cornum argued the molestation 

was the least of her concerns during her time as a prisoner; her overall concern was survival.  

Eight days after her capture she was released back to coalition forces in Saudi Arabia.  She had 

survived her sexual assault and her time as a POW.  The American and international press were 

obsessed with Cornum and the only other female POW, Army Specialist Melissa Rathbun-Nealy.  

The media published stories of support for the women as being active duty military personnel 

who were held captive during war.  The US had a total of 29 POWs, two of them were women, 

one of the two was an aviation officer.  The US also had fifteen women die during the Gulf War; 

one was celebrated as an American symbol of hope, Major Marie T. Rossi. 

 Rossi deployed to Dhahran, Saudi Arabia on September 19, 1990 to support missions for 

Operation Desert Shield.  She flew her CH-47 Chinook helicopter delivering troops, supplies, 

and ammunition from Saudi Arabia to Kuwait.  Popular American military authors and retired 

Naval aviators James E. Wise and Scott Baron argued in Women in War that the national media 
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took notice of Rossi as being “one of the first officers to fly into enemy territory in support of the 

101st Airborne Division.”  CNN interviewed her February 24, the day after the coalition forces 

shifted its attack from air to ground. 222  The ground offensive lasted 100 hours with President 

Bush declaring a ceasefire on February 28.  On March 1, one day after the ceasefire, Rossi’s 

helicopter hit an unlit microwave tower.  American political writer and retired USAF Major 

General Jeanne Holm argued in Women in the Military: Unfinished Revolution: “her sacrifice 

came to symbolize for many Americans, and for military women in particular, the revolutionary 

changes that had taken place in women’s roles in national defense.”223  Rossi’s death 

demonstrated to Americans that female troops could fight and die just like their male 

counterparts in the name of national defense.  The nation’s interest surrounding Rossi and 

Cornum demonstrated the high degree of publicity surrounding America’s first major military 

action since Vietnam.  The American public’s response to Rossi’s combat-related death was not 

one of anger because a woman serving in a man’s job; instead the response was pride because 

she was an American warrior who died in combat like her fellow men. 

 National and international news medias captured videos, photographs, soundbites, and 

interviews of American women getting ready for deployment, and once in Saudi Arabia, action 

reels of their performance.  Holm claimed, “for the first time the American public began to 

realize that women had become an integral and significant part of the new military, serving side-

by-side with the men in the field, doing the tough, dirty, risky jobs of war.”224  The media 

developed sob stories of mothers being pulled away from their children to fight a war in a far-

away land.  These backfired.  The media’s melodramatic sob stories provoked a backlash which 
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demonstrated a shift in the American public and their social tolerances.  Male soldiers, many 

themselves fathers, started to make statements of resentment towards the press asking why their 

own pain at leaving home was “far less important or they were more expendable then women 

who wore the same uniforms.”225   

 The Gulf War tested the military’s social experiments by placing women into the 

cockpits of planes and integrating them in other nontraditional roles.  The war also demonstrated 

the muddied waters of combat and the risk-rule, and the blurring of the roles of women in the 

military.  Female Air Force pilots flew KC-135 air refueling tankers into Iraqi airspace in combat 

conditions to refuel combat fighters and bombers that were performing combat missions over 

hostile territory, missions that were technically, according to legislation, off-limits to women.  

American women in the Gulf War proved their capabilities in combat conditions which caused 

the military, Department of Defense, and Congress to re-evaluate Title X.  Political and military 

leadership started conducting reviews about placing women in combatant positions, and the Air 

Force, led the fight for putting female combatants in the cockpit. 

 Secretary of the Air Force Donald B. Rice (May 1989-January 1993), a feminist, ordered 

multiple studies in personnel management and consolidation of assets and positions in order to 

meet budgetary requirements.  Before taking on the position of Secretary of the Air Force, he 

was the President and Chief Executive Officer of the RAND (Research and Development) 

corporation from 1972-1989.  During his tenure at RAND he was hired by President Carter and 

President Reagan to analyze government manpower policies to effectively and efficiently run 

offices, agencies, and the military with budgetary constraints.226  In addition to manpower 

studies, the RAND corporation did research studies on the role of women in the workforce in 
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1981 and 1985.  These “Women at Work” studies provided historical overviews of labor force 

shifts in America from the Industrial Revolution to the current time period.  The studies focused 

on the 1970s political and social reforms that enabled more job opportunities for women.  One 

study in particular, Women in Nontraditional Occupations: Choice and Turnover, examined the 

traditional and nontraditional jobs women in the military and civilian sectors filled from 1977 to 

1985.  The 1985 report, sponsored by the Ford Foundation Center for Social Justice, evaluated 

reasons for attrition in traditional and nontraditional jobs in relation to gender.  RAND identified, 

women in 1985 were far more likely to stay in nontraditional jobs, then women in 1975.  In 

relation to the military the report stated: “the military’s selection, training, service contract, and 

other human resource policies are relatively successful in controlling turnover of women.”227  

Policies established by feminist policy makers proved to be successful in cultivating, and 

maintaining, female manpower in the military.  As RAND president, Rice oversaw multiple 

studies on women in the military in addition to his own manpower initiative reviews, later as 

Secretary of the Air Force. 

 On June 12, 1989, with the Cold War over, Secretary of Defense Cheney published a 

Defense Management Review (DMR), in which he “addressed ways to improve the defense 

procurement process and urged the military services to borrow and implement streamlined 

business practices used in the private sector.”228  Rice, no stranger to manpower studies, cost 

analysis, and reduction in forces, worked arduously with the Air Force to examine its manpower 

and asset procurement programs and processes to meet Cheney’s DMR intent.  As Air Force 

historian Robert Duffner argues: “Rice and others in the highest leadership positions took an 
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aggressive stance to mount an ‘attack’ on overhead.  According to Rice, ‘It’s imperative that we 

resize support and overhead to suit the reduced military capability rather than continue to do 

business as usual.’”229  The First Gulf stopped many reduction analyses reviews.  However, this 

was not the case with the Armstrong Laboratory at Brooks Air Force Base in Texas. 

 While the First Gulf War kicked off with the air campaign over Iraq, the Air Force seized 

the moment to collect data and attempt to construct a scientific study revolving around the 

question: can women perform in the cockpit?   The study evaluated physiological and 

psychological differences between men and women and the effects of external and internal 

stresses on both sexes in relation to performing their potential roles in combat conditions.  The 

report, Women in the Military Cockpit, published in June 1991, purposely avoided subjective 

emotional factors such as “public opinion, effects of women on unit spirit de corps, fairness to 

women in career advancement,” to enforce objectivity when evaluating the female body stressed 

in the cockpit.230  Throughout the report, when a subject had insufficient evidence or 

controversial findings, the author of the report, Lieutenant Colonel Terence J. Lyons, USAF 

flight doctor, annotated as such versus simply not addressing the inconsistencies or unknowns.  

This was evident when discussing female menstruation, a common medical concern that many 

older military leaders had used as reason for not permitting females in the cockpit.  Lyons 

observed, “the literature addressing the effect of menstruation on cognitive performance is 

controversial,” and included an article that stated that contrary to the beliefs of many non-

medical personnel, menstrual cycles do not affect behavior.231 
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 Throughout the report Lyons dispelled previous “medical” arguments for keeping women 

out of the cockpit.  Examples of such arguments included the idea that males had superior spatial 

abilities, were better task performers, and better at risk-taking decision-making than women, all 

factors that would cast into question any woman’s inherent ability to lead in combat.  Lyons’s 

report reiterated two things.  First, the findings surrounding many of the topics of concern were 

controversial because the evidence was one-sided with limited quantitative data.  Women had 

just been given opportunities to lead in nontraditional roles such as aircraft commanders, and 

there were a limited number of women to serve as data points to generate a “finding”.  Lyons 

argued the number of women pilots in the Air Force was disproportionate in crafting a well-

rounded argument; with only 314 female pilots representing “just over 1% of a total of 25,000” 

in 1989, the size of the study would have created an unfair assessment of female capabilities.232  

In addition to dispelling previous US studies, Lyons pointed out the discrimination of female 

pilots in the US military versus other NATO nations by comparing the attrition rates from 1987 

to 1989.  He even highlighted that the Navy had better attrition rates then the Air Force 

beginning with UPT and continuing with the operational units.  The Navy female pilots had 

“identical grades in actual flight training” to their male counterparts, the Air Force was noted for 

experiencing the opposite.233  This comparison of attrition rates and training information between 

the two services was an indirect way of calling out the Air Force for not encouraging better 

integration with women performing the primary mission: flight. 

 The majority of the report explored the anatomy and physiology of the female pilot.  

Lyons evaluated body composition, hormone levels, menstruation, birth control, stress, aerobic 

fitness levels, maximum oxygen utilization, anthropometry (heights, weight, sitting height, arm 

 
232 Lyons, “Women in the Military Cockpit,” 2-4. 
233 Lyons, “Women in the Military Cockpit,” 5. 



 109 

length—all important factors in determining whether a pilot can physically perform his or her job 

in the cockpit), and strength.  Additionally, Lyons examined female responses to aeromedical 

stressors such as acceleration forces (G-stress), hypoxia, and decompression sickness.  He 

utilized current foreign and US medical studies to craft a general summary of his findings.  Three 

trends are seen throughout the report: inconsistent studies, controversial findings, and the lack of 

data generated by the Air Force in relation to current female military pilots.  Lyons concluded 

that the data available regarding physiological and psychological factors regarding females in the 

cockpit was lacking, which does not equate to not allowing women into fighter aircraft, it just 

meant more tests were needed to have better quantitative data.  The only way to create 

substantial data, he argued, was to put women in fighter cockpits and allow them to engage in 

combat missions.234   

 The Air Force report shocked and excited the Department of Defense, Congressional, and 

military leaders.  It had rejected the arguments used for excluding Air Force women from 

combatant aircraft, and the report advocated “testing” female pilots by giving them a chance to 

fly combat.  The First Gulf War had provided the test environment with women flying combat-

support missions in hostile territory under varying degrees of stress, and they were successful.  

Feminist Representatives Schroeder and Beverly B. Byron (D-Maryland) used the data compiled 

by the Air Force, in conjunction with the DMR required “reduction in overhead,” and the Gulf 

War female aviator’s performance, to repeal the Title X combat exclusionary laws.  On May 8, 

1991, they garnered the approval votes from the House Armed Services Committee to authorize 

female aviators to fly combat missions.235  After winning the vote, they drafted an amendment to 

the 1992 fiscal year budget to officially repeal the combat exclusions.  The amendment was 
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originally drafted to repeal just the Air Force’s combat exclusion since the women were 

performing well in the cockpit and flying combat-support missions.  Byron suggested adding the 

Navy and Marines to the amendment.  Holm stated, “much to everyone’s surprise, the revised 

amendment slipped through with little opposition.”236 

 Congressional opposition was no longer able to use antiquated chivalrous ideologies or 

outdated (and unproven) medical arguments for not allowing women to fly in combat.  The Gulf 

War proved women to be an invaluable asset to the military and was celebrated by Secretary of 

Defense Dick Cheney earlier in the year, providing more support for the repeal.  During the 

spring DACOWITS meeting in 1991, Cheney discussed the opportunity to expand roles for 

women in the military, including repealing Title X’s combat exclusionary laws.  On May 22, 

1991, the House performed a voice vote and approved the repeal with flying colors, and the 

legislation went to the Senate for approval.  Senators John McCain (R-Arizona) and William V. 

Roth (R-Delaware), two leading proponents for “advocating changes to the laws” took the lead 

on maneuvering the bill through the Senate.237  On May 23, 1991, opponents to the Title X repeal 

were shocked to read Cheney’s press release that he was excited with the opportunity to repeal 

antiquated legislation and expand the role of women in combat.238  On June 18, 1991, the Senate 

Armed Services Committee opened a hearing to discuss all aspects of placing women in combat, 

not just in relation to flight.  Top military leadership was given an opportunity to give their 

opinion on the repeal of Title X.  Air Force Chief of Staff Merrill McPeak spoke out against 

placing women in combat aircraft, telling the Senate: “I was personally uncomfortable with that, 
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and I think the country ought to be uncomfortable about it.  We should never hope to line up our 

women to go fight the other guy’s men.”239 

 The contentious debates and testimonies delivered by the four chiefs of staffs (Army, Air 

Force, Navy, and Marines) along with lower-ranking military personnel of both sexes advocating 

for and against repeal, in conjunction with Congressional leaders, led the Senate to recommend 

Congress to direct the President to establish a committee to re-evaluate the assignment of women 

in the military.240  The fifteen-member committee would be known as the Presidential 

Commission on the Assignment of Women in the Armed Forces, and they would have until 

November 15, 1992 to craft their report examining “how combat readiness will be affected if 

women are assigned to combat roles.”241  The commission was to recommend legislative and 

administrative actions Congress should take in regards to implementing revised combat policies. 

 With the commission ordered, McCain and Roth mandated a final debate regarding the 

repeal of the law.  The national media showed the public’s investment in the debate in repealing 

the laws.  The Washington Post and the New York Times clamored for reform, advocating for the 

Senate to change “the law barring women from combat flying,” indicating that the American 

public had embraced new social definers in gender roles.242  Congress could not argue society 

was not ready for women to participate in combatant positions.  On July 31, 1991, the final 

debate regarding the 1992-1993 Defense Authorization Bill, with the incorporation of repealing 

women from combat flying, was televised on C-Span.  The discussion was allocated two hours 

before heading to a final vote.  Using the Army to generate opposition to repealing Title X was 
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not a new tactic; this strategy of utilizing the Army to squash progression was used ten years 

prior with the “woman-pause.”  Opponents to the repeal tried to utilize the Army with 

hypothetical question: if women are granted access to fly in combat, what about performing 

ground combatant positions?  During the debate, Senator Ted Kennedy (D-Massachusetts) 

reminded the Senate that NATO countries such as Canada, Denmark, Luxembourg, Norway, and 

Portugal did not have combat exclusion laws for their women.  Kennedy added, “Ironically, the 

United States Air Force has trained Danish women fighter pilots but will not train United States 

women pilots to fly fighter aircraft.”243  The vote was cast, 95 to 3 for approval of repealing the 

legislation that barred women from flying in combat.244 

 On December 5, 1991, President Bush was able to sign the National Defense 

Authorization Act for Fiscal Years 1992 and 1993 which legislatively allowed female aviators 

the opportunity to fly combat aircraft and perform combat missions.  The Congressional debate 

surrounding the role of women in aviation combat required high-level military leadership to 

publicly announce their stance on gender politics.  Satirical literature known as the Brown Paper 

(a takeoff on the short “White Paper” policy memos) started to surface throughout the Pentagon 

and was quickly distributed amongst civilian and military personnel working in the Washington, 

D.C. area.  The Brown Paper was a yearly published document, crafted by an anonymous author, 

that resembled Air Force doctrine literature, focusing on the cultural climate of the military, 

specifically the Air Force under General McPeak’s leadership.  When McPeak retired from the 

Air Force in 1994, coincidently, the Brown Paper stopped being produced.   

 The first edition of Brown Paper, titled “TAC-umsizing the Air Force: The Emerging 

Vision of the Future, August 1991,” introduced the overall theme of the Air Force culture: 
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manliness.  The manly-man, the “superman and champion” as Air Force leadership, was the 

fighter pilot.245  The manly-man “needed to be from a single-seat, high performance aircraft…[a] 

quick thinker, one who could rely on his judgement and decisions, not merely manage the 

judgements and decisions of other crewmembers.”246  The manly-man promoted procurements of 

fighter and bomber aircraft over noncombatant designated platforms.  The addition of women to 

the manly-man’s Air Force was perceived as watering down the prestige of being an Air Force 

aviator.  This satirical “doctrine” mocked Congress and the manly-man leader for their 

involvement in placing females in combat while not defining the women’s roles as serving in 

combat.  The Brown Paper stated: “what they [Congress] are confused about is that women fly 

as combat crewmembers in certain force enhancement areas where they can receive enemy fire 

in combat.  But, since none of these areas puts fire and steel on a target [that is, involves actively 

shooting or dropping bombs]…women in this nearly combat role could never be true combat 

warriors.”247  The Brown Paper continued, stating that since women cannot serve in combat and 

combat is the only indicator of being a true leader, then women are ultimately not a threat to the 

manly-man’s leadership position. 

 Even though Congress had passed the Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 1992 

and 1993, the Brown Paper was published in 1991 which demonstrated the illusion of progress 

and reform within the military and the American public.  The Brown Paper voiced the 

contradictory actions of Congressional and military leadership.  Yes, legislation was being 

passed, however it was not being implemented.  The Air Force female pilot was one step closer 

to obtaining full equality with the authorization of combat aircraft; however, they still had to wait 
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on the presidential commission’s report.  General McPeak, the face of the Air Force in 1991, 

spoke against placing women in the cockpit of combat aircraft, and his testimony was used to 

represent the Air Force as a whole, its people, and its culture.  The Brown Paper lampooned 

McPeak and other Defense Department personnel who believed in socio-cultural progression 

within the military with caveats attached that told a different story, not one of advancement, but 

one of stagnation.  Secretary Cheney was given the opportunity to change the policy on women 

flying in combat but chose to delay that change until after the commission presented their report. 

 While the Air Force was jeering McPeak and the Department of Defense regarding 

women in the military and the potential for female aviators to go to combat looming on the 

horizon, the Navy had its own scandal emerging from the 1991 Tailhook Convention.  During 

the Labor Day weekend, September 5-8, 1991, at the Hilton Hotel in Las Vegas, Nevada, Naval 

and Marine aviators were celebrating the 35th Annual Symposium as well as the recent victory 

against Iraq in Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm.  The symposium catered to 2,000 

registered attendees with an additional 2,500 civilians from all the military services.248  Naval 

Flag Officers (the Navy’s equivalent to generals) presented current military and naval events 

along with policies in review for future implementations.  The panel opened the discussion to a 

question-and-answer segment in which Navy Lieutenant Monica Rivadeneira, a C-2 pilot, asked 

when female aviators would be allowed to fly in combat aircraft.  The response from Vice 

Admiral Richard M. Dunleavy, the Deputy Chief of Naval Operations for Air Warfare, was 

neutral, stating: “The Senate has voted, and we will comply.”249  As Army Colonel W. Hays 

Parks observed in his “Tailhook” proceedings review, the rest of the auditorium erupted in boos 
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harassing the female pilot to sit down; worse, “the flag officers let the catcalls go on,” 

reinforcing the climate of sexual harassment that would evolve during the nighttime activities on 

the third floor.250 

 That night, somewhere between 3,000 and 4,000 men and women were on the third floor 

partying the night away, Parks stated, “some crossed the line between party behavior and 

criminal behavior” with men and women exposing themselves and having sexual encounters in 

the open for others to witness.  Partiers were “groping, streaking, “sharking” (biting women on 

the buttocks), “zapping” (slapping stickers of squadron logos on people, especially women), and 

“ball-walking” (exposing one’s testicles in public)” the third floor hall, also known as the 

gauntlet, the space in which the assaults took place.251  Women assaulted in the gauntlet found 

themselves punched, spit-on, had their breasts with their groin region grabbed, and were called 

derogatory names if they objected to the attention.252  Navy Lieutenant Paula Coughlin, a 

helicopter pilot, was assaulted at the convention and reported the incident to her boss Admiral 

Jack Snyder, who shrugged off the event telling Coughlin “that’s what you get when you go on 

the third floor full of drunk men.”253  Snyder’s dismissive response reflected the military-wide 

culture of sexual politics, the toleration of objectifying women as well as lack of respect for 

female officers because they were not equal to their combat-experienced peers. 

 After five weeks of her boss refusing to open an investigation on the incident, Coughlin 

drafted a formal letter of complaint to Vice Admiral Dunleavy, who took the complaint seriously 

and opened a formal investigation on the alleged Tailhook sexual assaults and harassments.254  

 
250 Parks, “Tailhook,” 91. 
251 Brian Mitchell, Women in the Military: Flirting with Disaster, (Washington, D.C.: Regnery Publishing, Inc., 

1998), 253. 
252 Mitchell, Women in the Military, 254-255; Zimmerman, Tailspin, 17-19. 
253 Zimmerman, Tailspin, 40. 
254 Zimmerman, Tailspin, 42. 



 116 

The formal investigation identified 83 of the 398 interviewed women who attended the third 

floor party as victims since they had experienced nonconsensual physical contact.255  Throughout 

the investigation, the number of women who claimed to be victims versus those that were 

identified as victims by the investigators changed frequently by women who “refused to 

categorize themselves as victims—some because they felt this was a routine part of any party 

atmosphere, and others because they felt they had handled the situation at the time.”256  During 

the investigation, Senator McCain—himself a former Naval aviator and celebrated combat 

veteran—learned of the misconduct that took place at the Tailhook Convention and wrote letters 

to Secretary Cheney and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Colin Powell 

recommending a separate investigation be opened by the Department of Defense regarding the 

incident.  Cheney and Powell dismissed McCain’s recommendation.  This turned out to be a bad 

idea.  On October 29, 1991, the American public learned about Tailhook with a story of the 

incident published in the Union-Tribune.  National media outlets jumped on the opportunity to 

expose the Navy for its culture of inappropriate sexual politics.   

 As Parks observed, Naval leadership reacted to public attention by “deleting 55 pages 

from the lengthy Naval Investigative Service (NIS) report, a portion of which placed the 

Secretary of the Navy inside a hospitality suite where some of the more serious misconduct was 

alleged to have occurred.”257  Young naval officers involved became hostile and uncooperative 

to investigators.  Due to public outcry regarding perceived inaction from the Navy in 

reprimanding personnel involved with the incident, additional investigations by the Navy 

Inspector General’s (IG) office and Congress magnified the event.  The NIS investigation (the 

organization that deleted 55 pages) started on October 11, 1991 and the IG investigation began 
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November 1, 1991, and neither concluded until nearly a year later on September 21, 1992.  

During the investigations, Coughlin felt neither the NIS or IG were going to provide justice and 

the Navy was going to sweep the growing scandal “under-the-rug,” which led her to appear on 

ABC-TV, in her Navy uniform, to describe her assault.  Coughlin’s nationally televised interview 

ensured that the Navy, Congress, and the American people understood that the Defense 

Department tacitly condoned sexual assaults and sexual harassment with their no-action 

response.258   

 If the public was not aware of the Tailhook incident before Coughlin’s June 26, 1992 

interview on ABC-TV, they were after, thanks to ample national news media coverage ranging 

from CNN, NBC News, the New York Times, and the Los Angeles Times, all labeling the Navy 

leadership as harborers of gross-misconduct, perpetuators of a sex-based culture that objectified 

and demeaned women.  Coughlin’s interview changed the Tailhook incident from being just a 

Navy embarrassment to an outright national scandal, implicating the Navy’s top leadership in a 

cover-up against topics of national concern: sexual harassment and sexual assault against 

women.  The various reports constructed by the seven separate investigations developed 

recommendations for improving the Navy’s and Department of Defense’s sexual harassment 

policies.  The Committee on Armed Services House of Representatives recommended fully 

integrating women into combatant positions in the Navy and the sister services to fight sexual 

harassment.  Their report, dated September 14,1992, stated “a key underlying factor in 

eliminating sexual harassment is to remove the  restrictions on women in all parts of the service,” 

meaning allowing women to fill any and all positions the military had.259  The report 
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acknowledged the legislative approval for female aviators in the Air Force and Navy flying 

combat aircraft, however the report also reminded Congressional members that the Secretary of 

Defense Cheney had not yet implemented policy changes to reflect the new legislation.  This in 

turn highlighted to Congressional leaders that the fact the Department of Defense had still not 

implemented the new legislation created a perception among women in the military the 

perception that the Defense Department leadership did not care about social or cultural changes 

that advocated equality. 

 The Tailhook Scandal did not deter Congressional and Department of Defense leaders 

from implementing the National Defense Authorization Act for fiscal years ‘91 and ‘92, which 

legalized combat aviation for Navy and Air Force female aviators.  Instead a different 

investigation delayed the implementation: The Presidential Commission on the Assignment of 

Women in the Armed Forces.  The Commission, recommended by Congress for the president to 

re-evaluate women’s roles in the armed forces in June 1991, finally drafted and presented their 

findings in their report dated November 15, 1992.  The fifteen-member Commission consisted of 

five retired generals; three of whom were Army generals, one active duty Army captain, and 

eight civilians, one of whom was antifeminist Elaine Donnelly, Phyllis Schlafly’s protégé during 

the 1970s and 80s campaign against the ERA and gender integration within the military.  The 

report examined seventeen issues: some required by the Commission’s enabling statute outlined 

in their directive developed by Congress, and “other issues…developed by the Commission out 

of concern over quotas, occupational requirements and standards, family considerations, cultural 

values, and conscription.”260  Issue “L” identified as “Combat Aircraft”, was examined by all 
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members along with their personal assessments included with their votes on whether to 

recommend integrating women. 

 The question the Commission emphasized when examining women in combat aircraft 

was whether or not females should fly combat aircraft, not whether they could.  The tone of the 

issue was a moral reflection and philosophical in tone versus objective and systematic analysis.  

The discussion of possibly becoming a POW led the “should vs. could” examination with 

females in combat aircraft.  The Commission interviewed POWs from the Vietnam and Persian 

Gulf War, highlighting “the record of brutal treatments of the POWs at the hands of the 

Vietnamese…Iraq mistreated males…indecently assaulted one US woman POW,” utilizing key 

terms to evoke emotional responses from those who read the report.261  The POW tactic was one 

Schlafly had used in 1973 against Representative Schroeder when debating ERA ratification.  

The Schlafly-Schroeder discussion of POWs and women going to war had sparked national 

debate, generating public controversy over the previously popular amendment which assisted in 

stalling further ratification. 

 The Commission also evaluated the issue of how gender integration would affect morale 

in combat aircraft units.  Their report acknowledged that gender integration in nontraditional jobs 

was first viewed as a morale killer to units, but with time and exposure to women in 

noncombatant units, men accepted them.  They did not apply the same logic of “what would 

happen” to the combatant unit’s morale once women were integrated.  The Commission briefly 

acknowledged physiological issues, stating “no information was found suggesting that women 

were at any kind of disadvantage vis-à-vis men,” additionally identifying lack of data on 

“repetitive high G-stresses on aviators, both male and female.”262  The Commission supported 
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the Air Force’s internal report regarding women in the cockpit published in June 1991.  They 

acknowledged the lack of physiological studies on male and female aviators and recommended 

all military services allocate resources to track and study the effects of new military aircraft on 

the human body.  The Commission utilized the POW, physiological, and unit morale issues in 

factoring their votes, 8 to 7, favoring Congress and the president “restricting the assignment of 

servicewomen with respect to aircraft,” meaning no women should fly combat aircraft.263  

 At the end of the report, each member of the Commission provided their own testimony 

to convey their critical findings regarding women in combatant roles.  They also gave testimony 

of their experience within the Commission and any biases they witnessed tainting the 

information presented by the Commission to the president and Congress.  Retired Army Major 

General Mary E. Clarke, one of the Commission’s members, wrote a blunt statement to be 

included with the report.  Clarke began by identifying controversy within the Commission, 

stating: “it became clear that a number of the Commissioners had come with a set agenda and no 

amount of facts or testimony would change their minds for expanding opportunities for women 

in the military.”264  She provided examples of Commissioners interchanging words of those who 

testified with phrases that were not conveyed by the witnesses.  Clarke stated: “they [the 

commissioners in question] used the words “degradation of the mission” when discussing 

women in the military, even though testimony from commanders of mixed-gender units in all of 

the services disputed their [the questionable commissioners] assumptions.”265  The questionable 

commissioners even refused to acknowledge the actions of women in Desert Shield and Desert 

Storm as serving in combat.  Additionally, Clarke observed certain Commissioners made false 
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claims of leadership coercion when witnesses testified in support of women in combat.266  Clarke 

was not the only Commissioner to identify a biased political attitude and pre-determined 

assessment for the Commission’s report before it had been written.  Army Captain Mary M. 

Finch wrote, “those members with current or previous ties to conservative groups had the effect 

of tipping the results,” alluding to Elaine Donnelly’s rhetoric throughout the report.267 

 Donnelly wrote a three-page statement that encapsulated specific moments during her 

trips with the Commission on the fact-finding search examining the future assignments of 

women in the military.  She dedicated one-and-a-half of the three pages to discussing combat 

aviation training for the Air Force and Navy, and dedicated three-quarters of a page to discussing 

her time at the Air Force’s Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape (SERE) Training.  

Regarding combat aviation, she reflected on her demonstration flight in a F-15 Eagle fighter-jet.  

Her experience started with the excitement one feels performing loops, rolls, and other high-

performance aerobatic maneuvers.  With obvious excitement, Donnelly stated, “it was easy for 

me to understand why combat aviation has such a strong appeal for many men and some 

women,” and then she switched her tone from joy to fear observing, “the first hard turn – 

registering 7.8 Gz – pinned me to the canopy without the strength to move.”268  Her statements 

regarding the flight as being one that can appeal to all with the joys of acrobatics that can turn in 

an instant and pin you to the canopy while trying to outmaneuver an enemy combatant, was a 

poetic attempt to evoke emotion.  Donnelly tried to resonate empathy for female aviators who 
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wanted to fly fighters; however, as she observed, if only they [future female pilots] knew the 

power of the plane, then they would change their minds. 

 Donnelly followed her discussion of her experience with the F-15 Eagle by describing 

her time at SERE.  Donnelly described her two-day SERE training experience with 

psychological and physical events.  The psychological event she experienced involved being 

placed in a cramped black-box for an unknown amount of time left to wonder “what’s next” 

from her captures.  The physical event was observed through the interrogations and simulated 

brutality of being a POW.  Donnelly described the interrogation of a woman who “was very 

capable, but was totally in the power of a man much stronger than she,” and later concluded “it 

was easy to visualize the possibility of sexual abuse…”269  She then moved her discussion of 

experience-based, to what SERE trainers were conveying to the Commissioners, that Americans 

need to prepare for the real possibility that women could go to war and could find themselves in 

POW status.   

 Donnelly did not acknowledge in her POW statement that two women had already found 

themselves as POWs, with one of them being sexually assaulted.  Major Rhonda Cornum was 

sexually assaulted as a POW in Iraq, and in countless post-Gulf War interviews Cornum stressed 

survival, regardless of the circumstances, as imperative when a POW.  In an interview Cornum 

gave to The New York Times on June 29, 1992, after her June 8 interview with the Presidential 

Commission, she stated the sexual assault “ranks as unpleasant; that’s all it ranks…everyone’s 

made such a big deal about this indecent assault…but the only thing that makes it indecent is that 

it was nonconsensual.”270  Cornum went on to call out the Commission and other opponents of 

women performing in combat assignments by identifying the disparity between what society 
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deems as acceptable abuse between men and women.  Cornum mentioned the heinous treatment 

that male POWs endured: beatings with rubber hoses, hammers, leather straps, electrocution, and 

threatened with dismemberment; and yet the Commission valued women over men with their 

POW messages.271 

 Army Specialist Troy Dunlop, the man captured with Cornum after the helicopter crash, 

stated in his interview to the Commission “If it would have happened to me, rape I mean, I 

probably wouldn’t be here today; I probably would have done something to get myself 

killed…but if for some reason I survived, I would never tell anyone, no one, never.  To me, 

that’s the worst thing that a guy could have done to me.”272  Other males who were POWs told 

the Commission they had been sexually assaulted while being held captive, but the Pentagon 

denied any of the American male POWs were sexually abused.  The controversial answer 

provided by both the Pentagon (that no male POW was sexually assaulted even though many 

claimed they had been) highlighted that men did not want to admit to the public they were 

sexually abused just like the women.  Donnelly concluded with a philosophical question 

regarding society’s acceptance of women going to combat and being “brutalized on an equal 

basis with men” by asking: is America a nation of civility or savagery?273  The question alluded 

to the idea men are better suited for POW status versus women, because—as stated by the 

Pentagon—women were sexually assaulted, not men.  Her statement reflected Schlafly’s rhetoric 

using emotional words to trigger a certain response, one that would have the military stop any, 

and all, progress for gender integration, especially when it came to putting women in combat 

aircraft. 
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 The seven who dissented from the Commission’s recommendation to disallow women in 

combat aircraft included: the chairman of the Commission who was a male retired four-star Air 

Force general, a retired female two-star Army general, an active duty male Marine Corps one-

star general, a retired male Navy admiral, an active duty female Army captain, and two civilians, 

one man and one woman.  The dissenters were a mix of both genders and compromised of high-

level military leadership, which contradicts public and Congressional rhetoric that older 

leadership was set in socio-cultural antiquated norms while only younger, radical personnel 

favored progressive ideals.  These seven Commissioners authored a cumulative Commissioner 

statement opposing the majority that voted for policy re-evaluation led by Donnelly.  They 

attacked each point the Commission’s majority had argued and provided objective counter-data 

for each issue.  When taking on the emotional POW argument, the dissenters stated: “Laws and 

policies based on paternalistic notions do not demonstrate the value society places in 

women…they demean women’s intelligence and abilities, deny them the respect that they 

deserve as equal members of society…”274   

 The Commission’s report arguing against placing women in combat landed on deaf ears 

when presented to Congress and the president.  President Bush and the New Right/Religious 

Right lost the 1992 election to Arkansas-Governor Bill Clinton, a Democrat.  The ‘92 Bush 

Campaign had championed “traditional family values,” while the Clinton’s reminded Americans 

they were not in an economically sound situation.  Melich observed, “Clinton was offering hope 

to Americans,” and women in America voted Democrat on the hope of social changes.275  The 

year 1992 was called “the year of the woman” in Congress, with women increasing their 
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presence in the House from 28 to 47 and from two to five in the Senate.276  President Bush 

signed the National Defense Authorization Act for fiscal years ‘91 and ’92, and the American 

public rallied around women flying in combat aircraft.  The American public overwhelming 

voted the Democrat, Clinton, into the Presidential office for economic and social change.   

 On January 21, 1993, one day after President Clinton’s inauguration, Les Aspin started 

his new job as Secretary of Defense and was notified by memo from his boss to implement the 

new policy on assigning women in the armed forces to positions in “aircraft engaged in combat 

missions.”277  The policies developed and implemented by the 1970s and 1980s feminists for 

female equality in the Air Force came to fruition.  On April 28, 1993, Defense Secretary Aspin 

ordered the services to review their fighter-aircraft training policies and produce a plan for 

integrating women.278  Three months later, Air Force Lieutenant Jeannie Flynn entered F-15E 

Eagle fighter-jet training at the 555th Fighter Squadron at Luke AFB, Arizona just 60 miles north 

of Williams AFB, AZ, the base that 18 years earlier welcomed the first ten USAF women 

starting their journey in becoming pilots.  The female pilot had finally obtained full equality 

amongst her peers. 
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Conclusion:  

Celebrating 40 Years 

On December 4, 2016, Colorado journalist Tom Roeder wrote a brief article celebrating 

the United States Air Force Academy (USAFA) and its forty years of admitting women into the 

institution.  In Gazette’s article, Roeder gave a brief history of the academy and the importance 

of that milestone.  US Senator Michael Bennet (D-Colorado) and US Senator Cory Gardner (R-

Colorado) sponsored Senate Resolution 611, a congressional resolution designating October 8, 

2016 as the official “40 years of women cadets at the United States Air Force Academy Day.”279 

 The celebratory day described by Roeder reveled the magnitude of such a milestone for 

women in the Air Force.  The Pikes Peak [Colorado] native was sentimental regarding the 

institution that resided in the sister town of Colorado Springs, praising the great 

accomplishments of its graduated cadets and the future of the Air Force.  Roeder ended his 

article with a statement from Sen. Bennet: “their [women’s] achievements are a testament to 

their service.  I am grateful the Air Force Academy opened the door to female cadets 40 years 

ago.”280 

 No other academy had celebratory resolutions dedicated to the accomplishment of female 

cadets attending the institution.  The Air Force was not the only branch to admit women into the 

service academy in 1976; that same year the Army’s United States Military Academy (USMA), 

also known as West Point and the United States Naval Academy (USNA), also known as 

Annapolis, admitted women into their graduating class of 1980.  So why was the Air Force 

Academy celebrated?  Simple…the Air Force led the way to female equality. 
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 The social and political climate of the 1970s opened new opportunities to women in 

America in both the civilian and military sectors.  Allowing female cadets to attend the service 

academies, specifically the Air Force Academy, set into motion more opportunities for women in 

the armed forces.  Not only were women approved admittance into the service academy but they 

were also authorized entry into undergraduate pilot training (UPT) for the Air Force, and 

subsequently authorized positions in undergraduate navigator training (UNT) in 1977.  The 

admittance into the service academies as well as UPT is monumental for many reasons.  For the 

first time in history, female officers in the Air Force were afforded the opportunity to fly.  

Women were now, more than ever, discussed at the highest leadership levels amongst the 

Department of Defense, Congressional and Presidential offices, regarding what their role was in 

both the military and society, boiling down to a simple question: were they capable of being truly 

equal? 

 President Carter did not get the opportunity to give women constitutional equality with 

the equal rights amendment (ERA); however, the feminists in his administration were able to 

transform American society by demonstrating what equality could look like via increased 

women’s roles in the military.  His legislative reforms and new policies established in the late 

1970s were developed to show Americans that women as citizens were equal to men, and thus 

deserving of a society that allowed for unrestricted personal and professional advancement.  He 

challenged Phyllis Schlafly by placing women front and center as leaders in high level 

government positions, including the Department of Defense and within the military.   

 Technology, for the most part, is gender-neutral; society crafts the ideologies associated 

with who utilizes the machines.  Carter used the youngest military branch, the Air Force, that 

prided itself as being the leader of modernity, innovation, progress; and established a social 
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experiment to prove women could do the same jobs as men.  General John W. Roberts, the Air 

Training Commander (ATC), from 1974-1978, stated “We know women can fly airplanes.  

Women have flown them since 1917.  To say that we had to have a test to see if women could fly 

airplanes was fallacious.”281  Placing women in the cockpits of Air Force aircraft was a social 

experiment to prove females could perform primary military missions just like men, in a 

deliberate move to prove Schlafly, anti-ERA campaigners, and other skeptics that women could 

indeed perform in combat if needed. 

 The original ten female pilots in class 77-08 were not welcomed with open arms; instead, 

they faced multiple obstacles throughout their training in a previously all-male domain.  The 

women’s instructor pilots (IP) were vetted before being assigned to fly with them.  Many of the 

wives of the IPs were suspicious of the new women.  If the IPs had any issues with their 

marriages the IPs could not fly with the new female undergraduate pilots.  Being a pilot in the 

Air Force was the ultimate masculine nontraditional position for women in America.  By earning 

their pilot’s silver wings in 1977 in spite of skepticism and obstacles, the original ten proved 

their worth and capabilities both in the Air Force and in society as a whole; they were pioneers of 

equality, eliminating artificial barriers for female advancement in the Air Force and in the armed 

forces. 

 Ironically, the silence in the 1980s under the Reagan administration and the New Right 

served well for the female aviators.  In 1981, society was at a crossroads regarding gender 

integration in the military; one path led to reinstating the draft, the other, conceding to the need 

for women volunteers.  Men in America demonstrated to congressional and military leadership 

their disenchantment with the military, because of the draft and the Vietnam War, by not 
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volunteering to join the newly instituted all-volunteer forces.  The draft had left a sour taste in 

the American public’s mouth, and even with an economic recession, men preferred to work in 

any industry rather than join the military.  In order for Reagan to meet his campaign promises to 

rebuild the military and strengthen America’s national security against the Communist threat, he 

needed to bolster the armed forces, and do so without the draft.  In this context Reagan, along 

with the American public, ultimately acknowledged that women were needed to maintain an all-

volunteer force, and internal military barriers had to be eliminated to provide more opportunities 

for females to fill vacant positions.   

 With the expansion of roles for females in the military, the armed forces, specifically the 

Air Force, found themselves increasingly dependent on women’s involvement, and “needs of the 

Air Force” began to trump gendered ideologies regarding combat.  This was evident in 1983 

when the US intervened in Grenada led to female pilots flying C-141s directly into a combat 

zone to deliver special operations forces.  The silence surrounding the Grenada female pilots is 

indicative of the tensions Congress had developed regarding increased gender integration 

without repealing Title X combat exclusionary laws.  Silent actions under the façade of “the 

needs of the Air Force” allowed military leadership to use women in combat support roles even 

while not “technically” engaging in combat. 

 The blurring of combat and noncombat related jobs favored women in this social 

experiment.  In 1988, when Congress reevaluated the 1985 “risk rule,” it established new 

guidance that reinforced the blurring of combat and combat-support by allowing commanders at 

the lowest unit level to decide the risk of female troops “engaging” in combat.  This in turn 

allowed women to prove their capabilities during the First Gulf War.  Previous policies crafted 

by Carter, reinforced and reexamined to eliminate more artificial barriers within the Reagan 
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administration, had placed women in positions where they could now prove to America and the 

world they could perform in combat conditions just like their male peers.  The First Gulf War 

challenged gendered ideologies in the military and in America.  The national media crafted two 

different narratives: one that praised the women as America’s warrior mothers, the other an 

unforeseen backlash from male military members angered that the media cared more about 

females leaving their babies but nothing about the men.  Male military members turned society 

upside down by demanding people to reconsider: even when it came to war, are women’s lives 

more valuable than men’s?  By highlighting the sacrifices of mothers leaving their children for 

war, the media unknowingly recapitulated gendered ideologies; giving rise to male equality 

rhetoric that fathers were just as important in the home as mothers. 

 The 1980s normalized the idea of women being in the military, flying airplanes, and 

deploying in foreign lands in the name of national security.  Air Force female aviators performed 

just as well as their male counterparts, proving to Congress and to the American public that Title 

X combat exclusionary laws could at last be repealed.  The social experiment initiated by Carter 

in 1979 came to fruition on December 5, 1991 when President Bush approved Public Law 102-

190, giving Air Force and Navy aviators the opportunity to fly combat aircraft and engage the 

enemy from the sky.  The first seven aviators identified to integrate into fighter/bomber aircraft 

were pilots.  In an Air Force News Service article dated April 30, 1993, the author wrote 

“Women first entered Air Force pilot training in 1976 and navigator training two years later.  

Since then, 629 women had graduated as pilots and 220 as navigators…They [the steps taken in 

repealing Title X combat exclusionary laws] will open up a range of new opportunities for 

women in the armed forces.”282  The USAF female pilot had fully emerged as a symbol of 
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female equality, leading the way for other women in the armed forces and American society writ 

large. 

 Brian Mitchell, longtime opponent to women in the military, made an astute observation 

regarding gender integration in the military and homosexuals; the social movement within the 

military and America for female equality was also linked with homosexual equality.  He stated, 

“it was no accident that the drive for gays in the military followed so closely the successful drive 

for women in combat…the advocates of both movements shared the same values and used the 

same arguments.  Both began with a demand for equality.”283  Even with regards to the ERA, 

homosexual policies were absorbed into women’s liberation once policies and reforms began to 

shift in favor of female equality.  Marjorie Spruill argues the most controversial plank added to 

the Women’s Conference in 1977 “was one calling for equal rights for lesbians…this issue had 

divided feminist since the early 1970s.”284  Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the question, 

regarding reforming policies about homosexuals in the military continued to surface whenever 

women’s roles in the armed forces were reexamined.  It was no accident during the 1992 

Presidential campaign, Governor Clinton championed homosexual policy reforms in the civilian 

and military sectors.285   

 Once in office, President Clinton ordered Secretary of Defense Les Aspin to draft a 

policy for homosexuals in the military.  Mitchell and political historian Stephen F. Hayes both 

observe the “Don’t ask, don’t tell” homosexual policy was a comprise with society.286  Women 

in the Air Force and Navy were wondering when the 1991 repeal of Title X combat exclusions 
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were going to be implemented; and with sixteen years of having to prove capabilities in the 

aircraft and finally winning equality, the female aviators needed their policy implemented prior 

to “Don’t ask, don’t tell.”  The new homosexual policy under Clinton was instituted February 28, 

1994, ten months after the Air Force and Navy female pilots saw their new combat policies 

implemented.  Just like the female aviators, homosexuals were placed in the status of a social 

experiment for seventeen years, before the “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy was repealed in 2011, 

allowing homosexuals to serve freely without threat of persecution or prosecution by military 

law.   

 Female aviators proving their capabilities in combatant, nontraditional roles, allowed 

other minority groups, such as homosexuals, to advocate for reform and change on the basis of 

their ability to perform the mission in the name of national security.  With the success of the 

female aviators in combat, Congress and the Department of Defense started asking the same 

questions presented in the 1980s: what other barriers can be eliminated? Can women serve in 

ground combatant roles?  In 2013, Secretary of Defense Ash Carter started the process of 

repealing all formally closed positions to women in the military, making the armed forces 

completely gender neutral regarding positions by 2015.  In a Washington Times article dated 

March 25, 2013, journalist Rowan Scarborough claimed the reason for the change in policy 

regarding women in ground combatant positions was the direct result of female combat pilots.  

Scarborough stated “women aviators have claimed a series of “firsts”…there are many accounts 

of female pilot heroics in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars,” adding a gender-neutral policy was 



 133 

conceived with the repealing of Title X combat exclusionary laws for Air Force and Navy female 

aviators.287   

 Scarborough related the stories of two A-10 pilots—retired Air Force Colonel-turned 

Congresswoman Martha McSally, and active duty Lieutenant Colonel Kim Campbell—including 

their experiences in combat in Iraq and Afghanistan.  McSally discussed why standards are 

important to maintain wartime readiness, and her experience with upholding and excelling the 

standards enabled her to become a “first”, as a female A-10 squadron commander during the 

wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.  Campbell described how she earned the Air Force’s Distinguished 

Flying Cross by continuing to provide ground forces overhead close-air-support even after her 

plane was crippled in a barrage of enemy fire that destroyed her hydraulics, requiring her to fly 

her aircraft by sheer physical force.  Even so, she refused to leave the pinned down American 

forces until other air assets came to relieve her and her wingman.  Scarborough attributed female 

pilots meeting the standards in combat and at home as one of the many reasons why ground 

combat positions have been opened up to women.  She quoted McSally, stating: “Obviously 

there are some things different.  Ground combat is not the same as air combat.  But the dynamic 

of making sure you are setting the standard and people are meeting the standard and that you in 

the leadership command have a climate of core values—that remains the same.”288  The female 

pilots had met the standard, proving if women were given opportunities in other barred positions, 

they could reach, meet, and even exceed the requirements. 

 Female pilots, and now female infantrymen, have become a model for achieving equality 

in the civilian sector.  On November 11, 2019, ESPN broadcasted a five-and-a-half-minute 
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segment celebrating female veterans in the armed forces.  The segment was called “Vets talk 

progress for females in the military,” in which US Women’s soccer star and ESPN correspondent 

Julie Foudy, sat down with a group of seven women from the Army, varying in rank and age.  

Foudy discussed the changes within the Army now that women could apply for combat 

positions, roles previously closed to them until three years ago.  The women acknowledged the 

females of the past, those whose combat service had helped pave the way to opening all positions 

for women to compete and join, such as the Air Force fighter pilots.  Foudy thanked the women 

for their contributions to America and the military and brought up a parallel theme between the 

roles of women in the military and women in professional team sports, specifically the US 

Women’s Soccer Team.  The 2019 US Women’s Soccer Team used military women as 

legislative examples for their current court case for equal pay…something females in the military 

have been receiving since the mid-1970s.289  Military women have thus gone from being social 

experiments in the 1970s and 1980s, to political models in the 1990s and 2000s, and are now 

used by those writing and promoting policy changes, not only in the armed forces, but within 

American society as true symbols of female equality others hope to emulate. 

 The story of female pilots becoming symbols of female equality in America is one that is 

memorable and yet seems to be forgotten.  There is little historiography regarding the original 

ten female pilots or the social and military policies established with Carter, or the silent 

elimination of barriers while strengthening the integration of women in the armed forces with 

Reagan.  It’s like a puzzle with many pieces scattered on the floor waiting to be put together.  

Kathy La Sauce, the first Air Force female maintenance officer and first female pilot stated in an 
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interview: “we were forgotten as soon as the women [in 1994] became fighter pilots.”290  Once 

female pilots flying in combat became a social norm, those who had paved the road to their 

opportunities were lost and forgotten. 

 It is imperative to not lose the stories or forget the significant events that enabled social 

changes that allowed for gender equality to grow and spread to other areas within a society.  The 

female Air Force pilots proved to society they are equals both on and off the battlefield.  They 

represent the centuries of women in America fighting to be heard and to be seen as equal citizens 

in a society that champions democracy and freedom.  The year 2016 was one for celebration as 

women began to enter training in ground combat roles, such as the infantry.  This opportunity 

stemmed from the previous forty years of struggles and triumphs in the face of diversity in the 

name of equality. 
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