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Can Women Make a Difference?
Female Peacekeepers in Bosnia
and Kosovo

LIORA SION

School of Sociology and Social Science, University of Nottingham, Nottingham, UK

ABSTRACT By using participant observation, this article analyses the participation of
women in peacekeeping missions through the experience of Dutch female peacekeepers
in Bosnia and Kosovo in 1999–2000. Its argument is threefold. First, it argues that
although peacekeeping is a relatively new military model it reproduces the same
traditional combat-oriented mindset of gender roles. Therefore, women are limited
in their ability to contribute to peace missions. Second, because peacekeeping
missions are perceived by peacekeepers as rather feminine, they are seen as a
challenge to male combat and masculine identity. As a result, soldiers reject the
participation of women and perceive them as endangering even further the missions’
prestige. Third, despite the shared difficulties, women do not support each other and
tend to view the other women in a stereotypical way. This contributes to their
isolation and self-disapproval.

In Resolution 1325 (2000), the Security Council called for gender mainstream-

ing of women in peace support operations, arguing that there is an urgent need

to bring a gender perspective into peacekeeping operations. Gender main-

streaming is a strategy for promoting gender equality. Mainstreaming involves

ensuring that gender perspectives and attention to the goal of gender equality

are central. However, the percentage of women in peacekeeping missions is

still low. Although Western militaries take part in peacekeeping operations

in which their mission is mostly a constabulary one, they usually prefer to
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do it under the umbrella of NATO, which is perceived as more combat

oriented.1 Therefore, women’s participation in such missions may be

limited. Furthermore, many of the women who do participate in peace mis-

sions are part of the missions’ civilian (not military) staff. They serve

mainly in administrative, public relations, information and secretarial pos-

itions, and few occupy high-level positions (Beilstein, 1998: 141; Sion, 2008).

This article addresses the issue of women’s participation in peacekeeping

missions by analysing the experience of Dutch female peacekeepers in

Bosnia and Kosovo in 1999–2000. My argument is threefold. First, I argue

that although peacekeeping is a relatively new military model, it reproduces

the same traditional combat-oriented mindset of gender roles. Therefore,

women are limited in their ability to contribute to peace missions. Second,

because male soldiers perceive peacekeeping missions as rather feminine

they see them as a challenge to their combat and masculine identity. As a

result, soldiers reject the participation of women and perceive them as

further endangering further mission prestige. Third, despite the difficulties

they face, women do not create a support group and tend to view the other

women in a stereotypical way and as a threat on their relationships with

men. This contributes to their isolation and self-disapproval.

Much has been written about women’s service in the military (Stiehm

Hicks, 1981, 1982; Segal, 1982; Rosen & Durand, 1996; Herbert, 1998;

Cohn, 2000; Titunik, 2000; Nuciari 2003; Sasson-Levy, 2003). Most of the

research deals with the army as a masculinised organisation (in which

masculinity is largely valued but femininity is not) and analyse how it

marginalises women. Little has been written about the ways in which

women in the military perceive each other (Williams, 1989; Sasson-Levy,

2003) and as a consequence about the relationships between them. Further-

more, the literature about women in peacekeeping missions is limited, and

there is hardly any ethnographic work despite the growing importance of

the topic (Sion, 2008).

Much of the academic and policy-making attention is focused on gender

mainstreaming in peacekeeping missions and the great suitability of women

for such missions. Some scholars claim that women’s characteristics – such

as their gentle nature, conciliatory attitude and the ability to control violence

– make them effective peacekeepers: possibly even more effective than

men (Reardon, 1993). These stereotypes can be referred to as ‘women’s

peace’ and ‘men’s war’ (Burguieres, 1990; Kaplan Duhan, 1994; Tickner,

1994; Warren & Cady, 1994; Boulding, 1995; York, 1998; DeGroot, 2001;

Salla, 2001).

Other advocates of female participation in peacekeeping believe that in

local societies where women and their dependants often constitute the

majority of the population, it is an advantage to have a large number of
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women in various peacekeeping capacities. Advocates argue that it is easier

for female peacekeepers to establish a dialogue with local civilians than it is

for their male colleagues. It would also reduce sexual harassment and

benefit all aspects of the operation through the greater variety of experiences

these women would add (Carey, 2001; Enloe, 2001; Olson & Tryggestad,

2001). Such advocates ask why missions continue to be dominated by military

men when so many functions concern women and the majority of clients in

peacekeeping are civilian and women (Stiehm Hicks, 2001). However, this

literature is rarely based on case studies and therefore lacks the richness and

meticulousness of fieldwork.

My research fills this gap by showing that women may not be welcomed

in peacekeeping missions because of the soldiers’ ambivalence toward the

‘feminine’ aspects of peace missions. Therefore, although peacekeeping is a

new military model, it reproduces the same traditional framework of gender

roles. As the missions are currently constructed and carried out, female sol-

diers are limited in their ability to perform and contribute to peace missions.

Moreover, because women are a small minority which adapts itself to military

masculine values, there is a lack of solidarity between women, which leaves

them relatively isolated and vulnerable.

This article is composed of three parts. The first section analyses the

discrepancies between the Dutch military image as a weak and ‘feminine’

organisation and its combat rhetoric and training, which excludes women.

In the second part, I present the female soldiers in these units and their

networking and social relations. The third section presents three methods of

women’s exclusion: functional, physical, and sexual. First, a literature

review presents the fieldwork on which I based this article.

Methodology

This article derives from a larger study about the experience of two Dutch

peacekeeping units: the ‘Grizzly’ artillery battery, which was deployed in

Kosovo (KFOR2) and ‘Bulldog’ Infantry Company, which was deployed in

Bosnia (SFOR8). From autumn 1999 to summer 2000, I conducted ethno-

graphic fieldwork with the cooperation of the Dutch army. While conducting

research, I had full access to the soldiers. In general, I was left to my own

devices and was allowed to observe whatever I wished without having a mili-

tary escort. As part of my fieldwork, I accompanied the soldiers from the first

stages of their training and through their combat and peacekeeping training in

Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands. During this period, I lived with the

soldiers and participated in all of their activities, such as day and night

marches, theoretical and practical military studies and off-duty activities

such as eating and socialising in the camp’s bar and club, watching TV, etc.
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I also spent several periods of time with the soldiers during their deployment

in Kosovo and Bosnia.

Gender can set limits and pose problems in fieldwork. As a woman, there

were occasions when I was not welcomed, such as private parties where sol-

diers watched porn, discussed women or drank together, talking obscenities. I

was also not welcomed when they left the camp to look for girls or to have fun.

However, as Anna Simons (1997: xii) also observed, soon enough soldiers

started to ignore my presence and act ‘naturally’. I also possessed other attri-

butes, such as being an ex-infantry instructor in the Israeli army, which many

soldiers admired.

I based this article mainly on participant observation, in-depth interviews

with 16 of the 26 female soldiers in these units and conversations with

some of the other women. I recorded all the interviews and then transcribed

them. I conducted the interviews, as well as fieldwork, in Dutch.

The Dutch Military

The Dutch military nowadays is only loosely connected to combat. Like many

other modern European armies, it must justify its existence to the public more

than ever: despite ‘the war against terror’, the public perceives a decline in the

intensity of direct and current threats to the national territory (Sion, 2008).

Instead, it relies on the military to perform the nobler but probably less danger-

ous or masculine tasks involved in peace missions (Boene, 2003: 167–186).

The Dutch are known for their pacifist attitudes and limited trust in military

institutions (Koch, 1984; Soeters, 2000). As such, the status of the Dutch

military and the level of the Dutch public’s trust in the armed forces are

definitely lower than they are in the UK, France or the United States. The

armed forces in the Netherlands and the Dutch population in general seem to

have assumed a ‘non-martial’ self-image (Teitler, 1977: 69–83) or ‘unheroic

behavior’ (Dudink, 2002: 146–161): in other words, ‘non-masculine’. Military

failures, especially the Srebrenica massacre, contributed to this image.

The Dutch military, which became an all-volunteer force in September

1996, focuses mainly on peacekeeping missions, humanitarian and disaster

relief operations. These missions enjoy widespread support in the Netherlands,

even after the abysmal results of the Srebrenica operation in 1995 when the

UNPROFOR Dutchbat airmobile brigade assigned to protect the Muslim

enclave failed to do so. As a result, over 7000 Muslim men were imprisoned

and killed by Bosnian Serbian military units (Honig & Both, 1996: 118–119;

van der Meulen, 2000).

The massacre provoked an eruption of public anger in the Netherlands and

strengthened the army’s image as not masculine, or in the words of the news-

papers ‘passive’ and ‘coward[ly]’ (Klep, 1998: 59–68). One news article even
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declared that Dutch soldiers were ‘Too Sweet and Innocent for War’ (HP/De

Tijd, 1995). From the perspective of the media, the Dutch armed forces were

nothing but losers (van der Meulen, 1998: 38; Schoeman, 2003). The events of

Srebrenica diminished the status of the army in spite of the Dutch Institute for

War Documentation in Amsterdam (NIOD) report that cleared the soldiers in

2002 (http://www.srebrenica.nl).

Peacekeeping Training

Although peace missions are perceived by soldiers as rather feminine, peace-

keeping training takes the shape of combat exercise and emphasises infantry

combat core expertise. Most of the training is engaged with shooting, assault-

ing and marching exercises (Sion, 2006). Moreover, peacekeeping training has

no gender mainstreaming. Instead, it focuses mainly on masculine combat

roles. This is not unique to the Dutch army. Winslow (1997) concluded that

the training conditions in the Canadian Airborne Regiment deployed to

Somalia led to a ‘hyper-investment’ in the warrior identity.

Women have a minor role in peacekeeping training since they do not func-

tion as combatants or in command roles. Most of the peacekeeping final train-

ing took the shape of simulations, which were aimed at teaching the soldiers

how to handle locals and international media. Soldiers from other units and

even some professional actresses participated in this role-playing. Many of

the roles that women took during these simulations were of local mothers

demanding food for their babies or local wives allured by the soldiers.

Training videos and simulations warned soldiers against having affairs with

local married women, explaining that it might upset their husbands, and

against visiting local prostitutes. In other simulations, ‘locals’ (played by

soldiers) offered the soldiers prostitutes.

Some women participated in the training but mainly in auxiliary roles such

as nurses, drivers and administrative workers. Nevertheless, since the training

was generic it was mostly masculine. Because many women were not fully

involved in the training, they took it less seriously than men did. For

example, the only woman in Bulldog laughed at her infantry peers’ enthusiasm

during training, saying, ‘it is just a game’. Moreover, in comparison to men,

the women did not devalue the mission or see it as ‘feminine’.

Peacekeeping Missions in Bosnia and Kosovo

While peacekeeping training was violent and exciting, the actual missions in

Bosnia and Kosovo were peaceful and humanitarian oriented. The disap-

pointed soldiers, especially infantry, perceived the mission in feminine

terms. Infantry soldiers said, ‘everybody can do a peace mission’, and

480 Liora Sion

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

A
st

on
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 1
6:

44
 0

6 
O

ct
ob

er
 2

01
4 

http://www.srebrenica.nl
http://www.srebrenica.nl


‘peace missions are too easy, and the demands are too low’ to the stage that

‘even women can perform peace missions, because nothing happens’. One

infantry officer said:

I think that the demands are too low, it is too easy and it is because we are

talking about a peace mission . . . There is an argument that women can

serve, based on the assumption that in peace missions nothing happens.

An infantry soldier said:

A good peacekeeper is someone who can . . . communicate well with the

interpreter and who is very social . . . with the local people. Therefore, a

peace mission demands more social skills . . . it is actually the same as

going out on the weekends! In the weekends you speak with your friends

about what you did this week and what you are about to do. After all,

you talk with your girlfriend about everything, it is just that here you

do it with foreign people but actually ask the same questions.

If peacekeeping demands qualities such as ‘chatting in the pub’ or ‘speaking

with a girlfriend’, it may fit women, since according to this soldier women

could chat better. In order to resolve their confusion, many of the infantry sol-

diers defined the mission as combat. For them, peacekeeping is considered to

be a regular infantry mission or part of what Miller and Moskos (1995) define

as ‘warrior strategy’. As such, the mission is viewed as potentially dangerous,

and the locals are viewed as potential enemies. Therefore, soldiers view the

mission as demanding combat skills such as a tactical way of thinking, very

good physical ability, knowledge of the landscape and handling of mines.

Yet the discrepancy between the mission reality and soldiers’ expectations

contributed to their confusion and dissatisfaction (Sion, 2006). An infantry

soldier in Bosnia expressed his disappointment when comparing the exciting

and stimulating training to the actual mission:

A lot of the things they told me weren’t true . . . In the training they said:

‘there is a lot for you to do there.’ Look! (In a cynical voice) if there are

no patrols we have nothing to do here!

Therefore, at the same time as the army turns into what can be termed as a less

glorified and masculine job and opens its doors to more women (at least as far

as policy goes), it also exaggerates excitement and adventure in the most

conspicuous and distinct ways which exclude women. The question is thus

raised as to whether women can play a role in peace missions perceived as

feminine. Alternatively, is there no place for women especially because of this?
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Women in Grizzly and Bulldog

According to official data (2002), there are 9.1 per cent women in the Dutch

armed forces, with most of them serving as lower ranking soldiers; only a

minority of women served as NCOs or officers. This number is average in

comparison with most other NATO countries for the year 2000.

There were 26 women in the camps that contained Grizzly and Bulldog in

Bosnia and Kosovo, each camp containing about 500 people. Only four

women were part of the units: three women served in Grizzly artillery

battery, and one woman served in Bulldog Infantry Company. The rest of

the female soldiers joined the units only for deployment in Kosovo and

Bosnia and served mainly as paramedics, drivers and in different administra-

tive functions. Only three of the 16 interviewees were officers: a medical

doctor, a social worker and an engineering platoon commander. The other

women had marginal positions.

The women shared the same blue-collar background as the rest of the

soldiers. Most of them were young and joined the army when they were 17

or 18 years old. Unlike American soldiers, Dutch soldiers do not join the

army for health care, which is mandatory and relatively cheap in the Nether-

lands; nor for college fees, which are subsidised by the government. Yet most

of the women, having no other job prospects, join the army for pragmatic

reasons. Other women are motivated by the prospect of adventure and a

desire to see the world.

These women tended to see their army service as an experience in life, not

as a career, and usually stayed in the army for one or two contract terms of 2.5

years each. They also believed in having a family at an early age. They did not

join the army because of feminist motivation and point of view. Instead, as

research shows, military women tend to be conservative in their ideological

attitudes and to venerate the traditions of the military (Williams, 1989;

Barrett, 1996, 2002; Titunik, 2000).

Women’s Networking and Social Relations

The majority of women preferred being a small minority in the units; they

expressed feelings of dislike toward the other women. For example, the

only three women in Grizzly had to share a tent during deployment in

Kosovo. Yet they preferred the company of men to that of women and

made an effort to keep away from each other, saying, ‘More women, more

arguments’, ‘It is easier to speak with a man than with a woman’, ‘Back at

home my best friends are boys, not girls.’ The other women shared the

same attitude: ‘I don’t mind being the only woman, but women shouldn’t

be the majority, it is not good.’ ‘I don’t mind that there are not so many
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women here because then it would go wrong . . . if we shall get more women

then . . . I think that it will become more disgusting.’

A female officer whose best friend was a woman insisted that gender had

nothing to do with it and said: ‘Only by accident is my best friend a

woman. Usually I prefer to have friends among officers of my rank rather

than female soldiers.’ Women complained of competition for men’s attention

and friendship. Night visits to the camp bar in Kosovo demonstrated this.

Four or five women sat in the bar far away from each other, each the centre

of attention in a group of male soldiers.

Research shows that men’s networks are predominantly homophilious (or

same gender) ties, whereas women tend to seek advice and influence from

ties to men while maintaining information links and social support through

informal interaction with women (Lipman-Blumen, 1980; Ibarra, 1992).

Ibarra (1992) argues that because men possess higher status and greater

resources they are likely to evidence a greater preference for intra-group

interaction, while women, who enjoy lower status, may prefer inter-group

interaction in order to gain access to resources. It has been argued that such

cross-gender ties are more likely to provide support for the advancement

of women when they are in the minority (South et al., 1987; Aldrich, 1989).

Contrary to Ibarra’s argument, the women in this research did not look for

social support from other women.

Maybe their hostility toward each other had to do with their numbers. The

number of women in a group may make a difference in the extent to which

women’s influence is felt (Bystydzienski, 1993: 41). In groups with highly

skewed sex ratios, where women are a small minority they become isolated

and invisible. In groups where women compose less than 15 per cent of the

total membership, they do not influence group processes in any significant

way (South et al., 1982; Yoder et al., 1989). However, in groups that are

between 15 and 30 per cent female, women ‘have potential allies among

themselves, can form coalitions, and can affect the culture of the group’

(Kanter, 1977: 209).

The women in Grizzly and Bulldog who composed less than 15 per cent did

not support each other and tended to view the other women in a stereotypical

way, while the rhetoric and explanations they employed were those of self-

disapproval. They claimed that women like to fight more than men do; that

women never forgive or forget; that they are jealous of each other and are

insincere; and that women like to gossip and invent stories. The women

emphasised the bad qualities of women by comparing them to the good

qualities of men. By constructing a gender division, the army creates a

stereotypical image of the man as strong, brave, independent and moral and

the woman as weak and dependent. As a result, female soldiers who try

to create a positive self-identity may need to estrange themselves from
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‘femininity’ as it is portrayed by the army and to mock other women who are

viewed as stereotypical females.

Women argued, ‘if you have a quarrel with men it will be a one big argu-

ment, but then it is over, but when women quarrel it goes on forever’.

Women who chose to serve in the military are ‘brutal by nature’, ‘the kind

of people that can bite you and are also arrogant’. Also, ‘women quickly

become “catty” to each other’, ‘invent stories and have a lot of blah blah

blah’, ‘make it hard for the rest of the women and give us a bad name’, and

‘love stuffed animals’. Each woman emphasised that she is different: ‘I’m

not like the other women in the tent’, ‘I forget quickly and if I get angry

I’m over it after ten minutes’, ‘I will never act [like the other women], never!’

The women were ambivalent about the meaning and nature of femininity

for women in the army and faced a dilemma: they identified with femininity

– for example, most of them carried out feminine-supportive duties and

emphasised their feminine appearance in ways such as using makeup and

wearing dresses after work hours. However, they disparaged evidence of fem-

ininity in other women, and they wanted to be accepted as women in a place

where anything associated with being a woman is disparaged. Success in the

army is contingent upon unquestioned obedience to the masculine hegemony

of the army, part of which is premised on the inferiority of women. By viewing

herself as an exception to a general rule – ‘catty’ character, ‘love of quarrel’

and ‘sentimental nature’ – a woman can resolve the contradiction between

men’s negative evaluation of femininity and her own positive sense of self-

worth. Adopting this personal strategy accommodates women to the restrictive

policies without diminishing their sense of their own abilities and individual

prowess (Williams, 1989: 79).

This strategy emphasises individuality rather than a common feminine

identity or solidarity. It expresses the women’s personal goals for joining

the army as seeking adventure and rejects the creation of a common identity

for the women. Yet, as Williams (1989: 86) argues, this accounts for

women being able to put up with the unequal, discriminatory treatment they

receive at the hands of men even though in principle they are opposed to

discrimination.

Fear also may motivate women, and it is enough to have one female soldier

who does not comply with the unwritten rules to be seen as reflecting nega-

tively on the other women. One woman said, ‘if one woman here in the

camp is cheating then they look at us as if we all did it’. Another woman

said: ‘Most of the women start immediately crying “I can’t do it” and I

don’t like it. It takes us all down and deteriorates the position of women in

the military.’

Women in Grizzly and Bulldog expressed the fear that if more women were

to join them it would increase the risk of giving them all a bad name. Women,
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like men, believe that successful acceptance of a woman by the group

depended only on her and that only she should be praised – often as an

exception to her group (Hughes, 1971). When a woman declines to participate

in the informal aspects of the group, all women are targeted. The complex

relationships between women kept them without real support against men’s’

exclusion.

Methods of Women’s Exclusion

Women were not only excluded by other women but by men. Men who object

to women’s increased participation in the army fear negative organisational

consequences for expressing their objections openly (Miller, 1997). Therefore,

they resort to interactional or indirect forms of protest. Because Dutch women

have been officially able to serve in the military in every unit but the Marines

and submarines, the exclusion of women from peacekeeping is mostly infor-

mal and has been done in three ways: functional, physical, and sexual.

Functional Exclusion

Functional exclusion refers to the gender-based exclusion of women from

taking an active part in peace missions. Because the army’s division of

labour is constructed along lines of gender, it initiates gender divisions and

organisational practices to maintain them. The army’s logic is a construction

of symbols and images that explain, express and reinforce the division of

labour.

Some of the women said that they wished to serve in a combat role but were

refused on the grounds of being a woman. Others were bitter that during

deployment their roles were changed. Instead of the functions they had been

assigned to before the peacekeeping mission, they were given simple and

unchallenging administrative work during the mission. One example was

Carina, the only artillery female combat soldier. Although in Kosovo her

male colleagues had to work around the clock, she was not allowed to join

them. The reason was that Carina was posted to an emergency team, whose

members were supposed to be called upon only in case of emergency.

Although before deployment and during training Carina had functioned as

an artillery soldier, now she was doing an administrative job, waiting for an

emergency that never happened:

Time pass[es] slowly, I must find something to do, I must be busy or

otherwise I’ll get bored to death . . . I told the lieutenant several times

that I want to do more. I hope that he will take it seriously and at last

will organise for me something to do.
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Carina wished to join her colleagues who patrolled daily among the grateful

and hospitalised local population. This mission was not perceived as

dangerous, yet it constantly implied possibility of a potential riot or outbreaks

of violence, both of which lend a ‘what if?’ quality to the army’s belief that

women can handle peacekeeping. Since violence is always a possibility in

peace missions, women are seen as less capable soldiers than men.

Images of masculinity are linked with technical skills, and the possibility

that women might also obtain such skills represented a threat to that masculi-

nity (Cockburn, 1991). Not allowing Sabine, another Grizzly female soldier,

to drive an Armoured Personnel Carrier (APC) during deployment in

Kosovo, despite the fact that she was trained for that exact role back at

home is such an example:

I would like to become an APC driver, I was trained for that, but I came

here [Kosovo] and was told, ‘You are too small and you cannot do it’ . . .
but they didn’t say it openly ‘no, you cannot do it because you are a

woman.’ They give you administrative work and I’m sick of it.

In both missions, most of the women were restricted to the camp area. This

happened mainly because most of the women were engaged in diverse

support functions inside the camp, but it also appears that their commanders

were afraid of exposing them to the local population. This attitude is not

unique to the Dutch and is, for example, shared by the Norwegian UNIFIL

force. UNIFIL commanders in Lebanon explained their reluctance to let

women patrol by their concern for the negative reaction that might come

from Muslim and Druze men (Karamé, 2001). A Dutch artillery NCO said

in the same spirit: ‘It won’t work if a woman stands at the gate because they

[the locals] won’t do any business with her. Therefore you must keep the

women in the rear.’

In Kosovo, women mentioned the astonishment of locals at the sight of

female soldiers and at the fact that they were blonde. In Bosnia, where the

locals were more accustomed to peacekeepers, a female soldier claimed that

when she asked to join the soldiers on patrol, she was told that the locals

would not tolerate the presence of women. Hence, some of the women were

frustrated at being in the camp all the time and even called it a ‘prison.’

Another interrelated issue is female soldiers’ empathy or curiosity toward

locals. Soldiers in general did not show much empathy with or even plain curi-

osity about the local population. Yet soldiers on patrols had to interact with

locals, while women who were confined to the camp did not. In all my encoun-

ters with the soldiers, none of the women showed much empathy or even

curiosity toward the local population. For example, the paramedics’ tent in

Kosovo was less than five metres away from the first houses of the Kosovar
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town of Suva Reka, but the female paramedics said that they had never had

contact with the locals and ‘it is better to keep away from their misery’.

When I asked a female administrative worker in Bosnia what she thinks

about the locals, she answered in surprise that she had never thought about

them because it is not her job.

This contradicts the assumption that women make effective peacekeepers

because it is easier for them to establish a dialogue with local civilians than

it is for their male colleagues (Carey, 2001; Enloe, 2001; Olson & Tryggestad,

2001). The women I met showed no interest in such a dialogue.

Another way of learning to know locals was through contact with the

interpreters, who were mostly local women. While male soldiers socialised

with the interpreters during the long patrols or because they had romantic or

sexual interest in them (some of these encounters ended in marriage), there

was no contact between female interpreters and female soldiers. Both

groups of women, who separately conducted close relations with the men,

ignored each other, perhaps because they were in competition over the men.

One possible explanation for women soldiers’ indifference toward locals is

that they kept away from anything that would identify them with traditional

feminine roles such as nursing and caring. Therefore, they kept away from

local women and children. However, what seems to be the major reason is

the lack of opportunities to be in contact with locals. While many men were

forced to communicate with locals, the women who were mostly confined

to the camps had no opportunity to do so.

Physical Exclusion

The second method of exclusion is physical. It refers to how the exclusion of

women is rooted in the naturalisation of discursive practices and the ways by

which women’s bodies are ruled out of order and used against them as a way

to restrict and exclude them from army activities and tasks. Following Cohn

(2000), the military debate over physical fitness reveals some deeper, more

fundamental issues about gender integration, and it represents men’s

responses to institutional changes in an organisation they identify as their

own. The debate here is about physical fitness in peacekeeping, not in

combat. Yet the rhetoric that soldiers use to exclude women is that of combat.

While both artillery and infantry soldiers rejected women, they used a

different rhetoric based on their differing self-images as combat soldiers.

By defining the mission as combat, infantry soldiers excluded women,

claiming that women are not physically fit, and their presence impaired

men’s physical ability. They argued, ‘women deteriorate the quality of the

army’ because they ‘are physically weak’ and therefore ‘cannot function in

war situations’.
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Because most of the artillery soldiers did not feel like combat soldiers, they

perceived their work in more humanitarian, less masculine terms (Sion, 2006).

Therefore, they used another physical excuse to exclude women: hygiene.

There is a strong ethos in these units not to shower while training, even

when the training is two weeks long. Women who served in the artillery

unit mentioned the problems they had not being allowed to take showers.

Women are allowed to shower during their monthly period after obtaining

special permission from their commander, who is usually a man. This regu-

lation is a clear source of embarrassment and problems for many women.

Artillery NCOs claimed, ‘this is not a place for women’ because ‘they have

a hygiene problem. They cannot skip showers for a week like men do’. An

artillery soldier said, ‘how can women not take showers for a week? They

have their period and therefore cannot serve in combat units.’ Menstrual

blood acts as a symbol through which gender identity is reflected upon, bring-

ing to the surface what had been otherwise erased. Emphasising the most

inherent differences between men and women is used against women as an

excuse to exclude them.

Gendered social practices change the meaning and character of women’s

bodies by actually altering them physically. This translation is a way in

which power becomes naturalised. Women, according to this reasoning, are

assumed to be inferior (and therefore to merit exclusion) because they do

not have the kinds of bodies which have been fashioned through military

service and have not actively participated in this ‘bodily’ transformation.

Sexual Exclusion

The third method of exclusion is sexual. Because many men perceive the mili-

tary as a male domain that has been invaded by women, femininity highlights

this ‘invader’ status of women and their alleged inability to soldier (Herbert,

1998: 70). Sexuality is used by men to establish a hierarchy that separates

them from women and keeps women ‘in their place’ (Pyke, 1996).

One source of frustration among many women was the self-restrictions that

they had to impose on their own behaviour. The most common complaint in

Kosovo was that men could wear whatever they wanted after working

hours, while women had to be careful in order not to attract attention and sexu-

ally arouse the men.

Women argued, ‘Men can wear bathing suits when they sunbathe or wear a

towel on their way to the showers while women have to think twice before

wearing sports gear or otherwise men will look strangely at me and ask ques-

tions.’ ‘Men love to look at us but at the same time comment on the way we are

dressed’ and ‘it is difficult when men look at you. But if you are irritated by

this attention they blame you for being too sensitive and a complainer.’
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Moreover, the few women in the camps are often the subject of gossip about

their sex lives and feel that their personal lives are under intense scrutiny.

Carina said:

You cannot joke and flirt with anybody because you are the only woman

and people will talk about you. Keep your privacy . . . otherwise there

will be a lot of talking. If you will do it even once, it will stick to you

forever. If something happens to you, everybody will know for sure!

[laughs] . . . Sometimes they speak against women . . . who go to bed

with everybody. I’m used to it I can take it . . . It’s a man‘s society

and it will always be, it will never change.

Again, these women experience being tokens in a male-dominated sphere. The

negative consequences of tokenism seem to occur only for members of social

categories that are of lower status relative to the majority, with gender status as

one example. Tokenism effects are the result of being a woman, numerically

scarce and working in an occupation normatively defined as men’s work.

Women who enter gender-inappropriate occupations and numerically

skewed work groups experience the negative consequences of tokenism:

performance pressure, social isolation and role encapsulation (Yoder, 1991).

Sexual allegations and rumours are part of those consequences.

Men easily blamed women for being sexually promiscuous (women joined

the army for male company) or for being lesbians (women joined the army for

female company). For example, infantry soldiers claimed that ‘women are

more attracted by the soldiers’ presence than really wanting to march and

train with the company’. One officer claimed that it is a known fact that

lesbians are especially fond of the military.

These stereotypes are common in Western militaries, and this designation

allows men to maintain their sense of masculinity while placing women in

an impossible paradox. If they perform effectively, they are labelled ‘abnor-

mal’ (Williams, 1989: 31). Yet in this case these stereotypes were especially

widespread not so much among soldiers as among infantry officers and NCOs.

‘My experience with women is bad’, said one officer and another one added,

‘women here like being a minority among men, and some of them take

advantage of it. Some women here have . . . eight different boyfriends.’ An

NCO said, ‘Women are . . . sexually loose with the guys.’

Conclusions

By way of conclusion, let me underscore four points. First, because soldiers are

ambivalent toward what they perceived as the ‘feminine’ aspects of peace

missions they exclude women, mainly through functional, physical, and
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sexual methods. Therefore, although peacekeeping is a new military model it

reproduces the same traditional combat-oriented mindset of gender roles and

limits women’s ability to perform and contribute to peace missions.

Second, although peacekeeping training is explicitly gender neutral, it

clearly assumes as its model the experiences of male soldiers. The challenges

that women face during peace missions are not addressed, even though these

peace missions were NATO-led and dealt mostly with peace building and

humanitarian tasks, which women could have performed as well. Yet the

military’s ambivalence toward the mission and the [male] soldiers’ wish to

define it as combat caused the latter to perceive women as a danger to the

mission’s prestige.

Third, the women emphasise individuality rather than a common feminine

identity or solidarity. This lack of solidarity and the complex relationships

between women keeps them without a real support against men’s exclusion.

In that sense, my research shows that, in spite of Ibarra’s (1992) argument

that cross-gender ties are more likely to provide support for the advancement

of women when they are in the minority, the women in this research did not

seek social support from other women.

Fourth, the mix of peacekeeping missions and female soldiers is confusing

for soldiers. Both represent a blurred new reality in which the comfort of the

all-male unit in black and white combat situations is replaced by uncertainty or

lack of confidence in women performing what were traditionally men’s roles

in the fuzzy environment of peacekeeping. At the same time, both are also

necessary: peacekeeping, although not desirable to soldiers, has become the

main function for the Dutch military. Although women are still a small min-

ority, they enjoy growing importance in the army because present government

policy prescribes a gender mainstreaming approach to recruiting, partly due to

a lack of qualified male personnel. Nevertheless, in order for women to make

a difference in peacekeeping operations, military policy toward peacekeeping

and toward women should be changed, together with a growth in the numbers

of women deployed.

Note

1. UNIFIL II is an exception that emphasises the rule.
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