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Book review

WOMEN AND WARS: CONTESTED HISTORIES, UNCERTAIN FUTURES
Edited by Carol Cohn
Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013; 296pp
ISBN 978 0 7456 4244 4

Women and wars is the result of the collective energies of a group of feminist women scholars. 
It is a challenging book that confronts the reader with the realities of war for women, both 
those actively engaged in the conflict and local civilians caught up in the turmoil. The authors 
focus on ‘recent and current wars’ (p. 24), including those in Iraq, Afghanistan, Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Eritrea, and Kosovo, placing them within a context of the split between the 
northern and southern hemispheres (or the first world and third world divide), and the attempts 
of the United Nations to negotiate, contain, and assist in the aftermath of war. It reveals the 
complexity of this area of study, where even definitions of ‘war’ are open to debate. Discussion 
is built around ten chapters that deal with women’s experience of war, with several chapters 
considering the role of women in war. Angela Raven-Roberts argues that men and women 
experience war differently and that it affects women more than men because they are ultimately 
central to family coping mechanisms (emotional, social, and material) and the local economy 
during and after the conflict. Dyan Mazurana considers the role of women as fighters in non-
state oppositional groups, and Malathi de Alwis, Julie Mertus, and Tazreena Sajjad discuss the 
role of women in peace processes.
 Other chapters focus on the immediate impact of conflict on women, including Pamela 
DeLargy’s chapter on sexual violence and women’s health, and Wenona Giles’ chapter on 
female refugees and displaced persons. Dyan Mazurana and Linda Eckerbom Cole consider 
the longer-term impacts of war on women, as they explore how disarmament, demobilisation, 
and reintegration processes affect women fighters and civilians. The inclusion of discussion 
questions at the end of each chapter as well as case studies makes Women and wars a useful 
teaching tool for political scientists as well as students of war and peace studies. However, the 
usefulness of this ‘gender analytical took kit’ (p. xv) is much wider, as it seeks to challenge 
traditional ways of thinking about women and war and to present a clear feminist perspective.
 Carol Cohn’s chapter ‘Women and wars: Toward a conceptual framework’ expands upon 
subsequent chapters, providing a feminist framework to analyse the relationship between 
women and war. However, while she asserts that recent conflicts have different characteristics 
to those of the pre-Cold War era, the framework she advances is useful across the historical 
and geographical expanse. So, for a historian who has primarily studied the New Zealand 
experience of World War I (WWI), Women and wars provides an alternative way of viewing 
women’s participation in and experience of war. For example, traditional identification of men 
as warlike and women as pacifist suggests a static attitude of men and women towards conflict. 
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Looking at New Zealand women during the Great War, who (with the exception of around 500 
nurses) remained outside the war zone, this is not the case. The declaration of war in August 
1914 saw a dropping away of female support for the previously popular anti-militarist and 
pacifist campaigns in Aotearoa/New Zealand and, at the same time, saw demands made by 
women to play an official role in the war effort, all of which were ultimately unsuccessful. 
(Consider the number of women who enrolled for the Women’s National Reserve and Ettie 
Rout’s Voluntary Aid Detachment, as well as the number of applications from women to 
nurse with the New Zealand Expeditionary Force overseas.) Jennifer Mathers explores the 
significance of women’s civilian support for war and their exclusion from active participation. 
Cohn and Ruth Jacobson explore the consequences of identification of women as naturally 
pacifist in their chapter ‘Women and political activism in the face of war and militarization’, 
arguing that the gender divide of warlike men/pacifist women, or protector/protected, is vital in 
the discourse justifying war, something evident in the pro-war discourse of WWI. Jacobson’s 
chapter ‘Women “after” wars’, looks beyond the conflict itself and sheds light on the impact 
of returned soldiers on women, noting the way that veteran frustrations might be played out 
through domestic violence (p. 238), as well as the problematic role of women, who often led 
the family during war, once the conflict was over. Again, while discussed in Women and wars 
in relation to contemporary conflicts, these experiences were part of the experience of women 
during WWI and, one suspects, of women and war in general.
 Women and wars is at times harrowing, but then so is the experience of women during war. 
It is clearly a feminist exploration of women and wars that provides much to consider across a 
wide readership.
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