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In this June 8, 2012 photo provided by the South Dakota National Guard, members of the South Dakota Army
National Guard's 129th Mobile Public Affairs Detachment, of Rapid City, N.D., practice tactical movement
procedures at Camp Rapid. The Pentagon's announcement lifting the ban on women in combat units will
affect the South Dakota National Guard. Records show that 36 women currently serving in the South Dakota
National Guard have earned combat action badges, a token issued to soldiers that have been in combat. (AP
Photo/South Dakota National Guar, Sgt. Andrew Turner)
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As Leon Panetta announced that he would follow the Joint Chiefs of Staff unanimous recommendation to repeal
the Combat Exclusion Policy, the dialogue in the country erupted in a debate of whether women should be allowed
to defend our country.
As a seasoned combat veteran who has served three tours in Afghanistan as a Combat Search and Rescue
helicopter pilot and who has engaged the enemy in ground combat (when my aircraft was shot down) resulting in
my being decorated with a Purple Heart and the Distinguished Flying Cross with Valor Device, this is a little like
arguing whether or not the world is round.
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The 10 years of war in Iraq and Afghanistan have provided us with the undeniable evidence that women can, in
fact, hold their own in combat alongside their male brothers in arms. However, since this is still the topic of
discussion, here are the main arguments:

Phy sical str ength: There are many ways to answer this basic argument.
First of all, combat suitability is not about physical strength. Yes, it is one component, but the qualities of keeping
your composure under fire, maintaining sound judgment and decision-making during life or death moments,
ability to lead or follow, ability to do your job competently, and having the trust and camaraderie of the men and
women you are shoulder to shoulder with are far more important.
Many of the tasks that are being used as examples (like pulling a 240-pound Marine out of a burning Humvee)
would also be impossible for most men who are accepted into these positions.
I have been on multiple Medevac missions where I have been picking up those injured in similar incidents, and
not one of those situations had only one person pulling the injured out. But for argument's sake, let's say you do
find yourself in that situation. Not every woman will be able to do it…just like not every man would be able to do it. I
would even say that most women would not be able to do it…but the point is that some will. And if anyone, male or
female, can graduate a rigorous course where with harsh physical and mental challenges, then they should
qualify to serve in the job.
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Men won't r espond well: This is easily combated by leveling the playing field, identifying women as equals,
training together and stoking the embers of camaraderie. This is also the same answer to the question of whether
women can be accepted into the band of brothers. Sure, inserting an incapable, untrained person (of any gender)
into a tight-knit group of highly trained people (of any gender) will present challenges. But, again, training together
and ceasing to send the message to our troops that all women are less than all men are the fix to these concerns.
When I was shot through the windshield in my helicopter and subsequently defended my crashed helicopter with
my all-male crew for 20 minutes while we awaited exfiltration, there was zero of this hypothetical chivalry and
discomfort (to include the three special forces troops I was with). This is because I was recognized by the team
as a strong, competent person (not a "woman") who was good at the job. I was respected and thought of as equal.
As for the hygiene of being in the field, anyone who has been through this (with mixed gender teams) knows that
this is not an issue. We might as well outlaw camping.
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Arguing that sexual assault will increase with more women in the field is implying it is more about opportunity.
Accept women into your culture as equals and violence against them decreases.
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The true bottom line to any debate on this matter is that when you stop devaluing the strength and contribution of
any group by virtue of an aspect of their biological makeup instead of their individual capabilities, these issues
(that have been brought up throughout history at every major step forward to include integrating racially, women
becoming combat pilots, etc.) reveal themselves as unfounded and unreasonable. In 20 years, we'll look back on
these arguments, as we do with the Civil Rights Movement, as backward-thinking and bigoted.
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The true bottom line to any debate on this matter is that when you stop devaluing the strength and contribution of
any group by virtue of an aspect of their biological makeup instead of their individual capabilities, these issues
(that have been brought up throughout history at every major step forward to include integrating racially, women
becoming combat pilots, etc.) reveal themselves as unfounded and unreasonable. In 20 years, we'll look back on
these arguments, as we do with the Civil Rights Movement, as backward-thinking and bigoted.

Maj. Mary Jennings Hegar of Round Rock attended the University of Texas before serving three tours in
Afghanistan as a helicopter pilot. She sued the Secretary of Defense in 2012, asserting that the Combat Exclusion
Policy was unconstitutional, and last month he repealed the policy, effective immediately.
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