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The state Medicaid 
department has taken no 

significant action to enforce 
contracts, leaving Kentucky 

Medicaid patients and 
health providers to 

 fend for themselves.

A successful, prosperous future for Lexington is a goal we 
all share. We will not succeed, however, if one quarter of 

our children are growing up in poverty and lack the 
economic and social opportunities they need to succeed.

I’m all for women building 
skyscrapers, driving trucks, 
piloting planes, operating 
on my daughter, publishing 
newspapers, directing movies, 
building roads and flying to 
the moon. I want 150 million 
cracks in the glass ceiling and 
a female president. 

I’m on the fence, how-
ever, about women in combat. 
Should women be equal in the 
military? Of course. Should 
they serve wherever they can? 
Yes. Should they get promo-
tions and four stars? Absolute-
ly. But I would feel better if the 
Pentagon were also doing a lot 
of other things to improve the 
lives and careers of military 
women. 

If we ever have a draft 
again, women will be subject 
to it the same as men, just 
as they have been subject to 
the dangers of war for the 
past two decades. In Iraq and 
Afghanistan, more than 20,000 
women have served, 850 have 
been wounded and as of Jan. 
24, when Defense Secretary 
Leon Panetta announced 
women could serve in combat 
roles, 152 have died. It’s time 
they were acknowledged, 
compensated and promoted for 
their sacrifice. 

The policy was last 
reviewed in 1994, when 
the Clinton administration, 
no slouch when it came to 
equality of the sexes, decided 
against opening up infantry, 
armor and artillery positions 
to women. That decision was 
largely based on the cold hard 
truth that men and women are 
different — physically. I’m not 
talking about how boys like 
trucks and girls like dolls. This 
is about a stark difference in 
upper-body strength that no 
legislation can correct. 

Nineteen years later, the 
pressure to review the 1994 
decision was high. Women 
argue, legitimately, that by 
being kept from combat units 
they’re being denied the top 
jobs. What’s combat and what 
isn’t has changed in this man’s 
(and woman’s) army. In the 
mountains of Afghanistan or 
the deserts of Iraq, the “front” 

is an illusion. Women actually 
serve in combat positions — 
they’re just not called that. 

Take the case of Maj. Mary 
Jennings Hegar, an Air Nation-
al Guard helicopter pilot who 
was shot down and wounded 
in Afghanistan in 2009. The 
job she did, and the wounds 
she suffered, were comparable 
to a man in a certified combat 
role. Yet she was not eligible 
for promotion in the same way 
a man would have been. 

That’s not fair. With last 
month’s policy change, now 
she will be. Still, many in the 
military worry whether the 
newly equal military could 
be more dangerous: What if 
you are wounded and your 
comrade isn’t strong enough to 
carry you from the battlefield?

The question is so volatile 
that on Jan. 28, Gen. Martin 
Dempsey, chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, addressed 
the “fear” that standards will 
be lowered. “The standards 
will be gender-neutral — the 
same for men and women.”

And yet, standards have 
already been gender-normed, 
if not lowered. A woman can 
pass through basic training 
with fewer chin-ups, less rope 
climbing, and fewer miles run. 
The question isn’t whether 
the standards are different 
for women -- many are -- but 
whether the standards are 
germane to the job.

What Dempsey is saying is 
that a set of standards specific 
to an infantry job will be de-
veloped, and that it will be the 
same for men and women. If a 
soldier can’t throw a grenade 
15 meters, he or she would be 
putting the company in danger, 
not the enemy.

The closer and more pres-
ent danger for women in the 
military may be from friendly 
fire. Just as the Pentagon 
was welcoming women into 
its combat ranks last week, 
Air Force Chief of Staff Mark 
Welsh was testifying before 

Congress about the “appalling” 
number of sexual assaults last 
year, which he called a “can-
cer” on the military. Between 
20 percent and 40 percent of 
servicewomen are victims of 
rape or attempted rape in their 
careers. The Pentagon says 
there are two to three sexual 
assaults for every 1,000 active-
duty soldiers. The Pentagon re-
ally doesn’t have a grip on the 
sexual misconduct in its midst. 
Accused military personnel 
are treated like abusive priests: 
Commanders don’t have 
to report their crimes, and 
they can be transferred from 
one base to another without 
anyone knowing. As bad as the 
statistics are, Panetta acknowl-
edges that the actual number 
of assaults is much higher.

Welsh testified about 
episodes at Lackland Air 
Force Base in San Antonio, 
Texas, where instructors took 
advantage of as many as 59 
recruits. The Tailhook scandal, 
in which dozens of women 
were assaulted, happened in 
one night. This happened over 
many months. Only a few of 
the victims reported what hap-
pened at the time.

Aside from the sexual 
violence, there is an epidemic 
of unintended pregnancies. In 
2008, more than 10 percent 
of women in the military had 
unintended pregnancies, a per-
centage far higher than in the 
general population. There are 
lots of reasons: spotty access 
to birth control over a long 
deployment, the military’s ban 
on abortions in military hospi-
tals, and the general tendency 
of men to be men and women 
to be women, especially at the 
tender ages many enlist. And 
sex between soldiers of the 
same rank is legal, if not advis-
able. As in private life, affairs, 
rivalries and break-ups wreak 
havoc, all the more trouble-
some on a battlefield.

There is one big advantage 
to women in combat that 
Panetta didn’t talk about. The 
Pentagon needs to do some-
thing to reduce the plague 
of sexual assault among the 
rank and file, and elevating 
women to combat roles could 
help. You don’t sexually attack 
someone you may be in a 
foxhole with. In that way, it’s 
still Patton’s army.
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As we consider the 
prospect of American women 
in ground combat, we might 
look for wisdom to the 
experiences of Soviet women 
who served in brutal combat 

conditions, 
alongside 
men, during 
World War II.

Nearly a 
million Soviet 
teenage girls 
and young 
women 
served on the 
front lines. 
They were 
stationed 
on active 
battlefields, 
under the 
same bombs 
and bullets as 
men, provid-
ing vital 
combat com-

munication as well as on-field 
medical care and evacuation 
for the wounded. 

They took part in raids as 
snipers and partisans. They 
shot antiaircraft artillery. 
They flew combat missions 
as fighter and bomber pilots. 
When the job entailed killing, 
they killed. They carried 
heavy equipment. Soviet 
women in combat performed 
valiantly and capably, and the 
Allied war effort benefited 
greatly from their participa-
tion. Thousands sacrificed 

their lives.
Of course, conditions 

were different then. For one, 
ground combat with massive 
numbers of troops constituted 
a great deal of the action. 
Secondly, the ruthless Ger-
man invasion, violating the 
conventions of war, forced 
the Soviets to fight for their 
very survival; the Germans 
threatened to exterminate the 
nation and its people. 

The Soviet Union’s male 
soldiers were killed, crippled 
and captured by the millions. 
Girls as young as 16 filled 
the gap. It did not matter 
whether going into combat 
was a good idea; it was a 
necessity. Fortunately, we 
Americans have never been in 
this desperate position.

Twenty-first century 
combat is not 1940s combat, 
and America is not the Soviet 
Union. We have different 
circumstances, challenges, 
sensibilities. During the 
1930s, the Soviet Union put 
great effort into raising a gen-
eration of physically strong 
people — both male and 
female — viewing themselves 
as defenders of the moth-
erland. Could this training 
stem youthful hormones and 
create a genderless fighting 
force? Not entirely. Unending 
bloodshed, living for weeks 
and months in trenches in 
frigid temperatures, layers of 
bulky clothing, hunger, lice, 
stench and the constant need 

to stay vigilant to stay alive 
accomplished what training 
could not.

With American women in 
the workplace in most jobs 
these days — an alien idea 
40 or 50 years ago — we 
know that women and men 
can work together and that 
women can lead. As mecha-
nized and distance combat 
replace face-to-face ground 
combat, there are more op-
portunities for women to be 
effective in reaching military 
objectives.

So can we make women in 
ground combat work today, 
for America? There’s a good 
chance, as we are an innova-
tive, solution-oriented people 
with a fondness for equality. 
And some American women, 
like the Soviet women, will be 
able to stretch themselves be-
yond the capabilities we might 
expect. But if there is face-to-
face ground combat, do we 
really want to send women on 
a large scale if we are not fac-
ing imminent, critical danger 
to our own homeland? That is 
a big question, and we look to 
the eligible women themselves 
for input.

And we should consider 
the possibility that women 
may have something to add 
to the military, such as more 
dimensions and strengths 
than they already have con-
tributed. Perhaps we’ll look 
back in 20 years and wonder 
what all the fuss was about.

Soviet women on WWII combat lines 
By Jan Sherbin

Jan Sherbin 
co-owns 

Glasnost Com-
munications, a 
Cincinnati firm 
that facilitates 
communica-
tion between 

Americans and 
people in the 
former Soviet 

Union.

Treated like priests, 
commanders don’t have to 

report abusers’ crimes, 
and they can be 

transferred from one base 
to another without  
anyone knowing.


