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This really isn’t my story to tell; I didn’t live it. I just observed it.  But it’s an important story that deserves to be told. With the ongoing efforts to remove references to Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, the memories -- critical memories -- of past successes are being lost. Those of us who lived through those events share an obligation to ensure that those memories live on. One such history is the lived experience of military women, both enlisted and officers. 
There’s been a recent sea change of opinion in some quarters regarding women’s roles as members of the Air Force. Pregnant pilots are suddenly facing flying restrictions. Physical fitness standards are being questioned.  The ability of women to function in combat-oriented career fields is being challenged.
When you look back at their history, it’s a wonder women ever joined the Air Force in the first place. From the mid-1960s through 1975, the biggest hurdle a woman who wanted to join the Air Force faced wasn’t the physical or the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery [ASVAB]; it was the beauty pageant.
During that time, every woman wanting to join the Air Force had to submit a full-length photo wearing a dress or skirt and a second head and shoulders shot. The Air Force then decided if the young woman met Air Force “standards”. 
Women didn’t even join the regular Air Force; they were part of a separate uniformed service, the Women’s Air Force -- WAF. They had their own unique rules and regulations, uniforms, and were limited to the career fields they could join, mostly in clerical, administrative, medical, logistics, or personnel specialties. WAF basic training did not stress military subjects; the initial focus was on topics such as makeup, undergarments, table settings, and hairdos. 
Women in the Air Force in the early 1970s were still considered second-class citizens.  Women arriving at their new base were frequently placed in positions requiring typing skills, regardless of their training or assigned career field. Some commanders would ask the WAF leadership to divert newly arrived women to their own staff in another manifestation of the initial “beauty pageant.”
Women faced other limitations too. WAF were not encouraged to be married.  Unlike their male counterparts, a married WAF did not qualify for base housing, separate rations, nor did their husbands qualify for the same access to medical, commissary, or base exchange services the men’s wives enjoyed. WAF husbands were eligible for those services only once they had proved they were totally dependent on their spouse.
Perhaps the most egregious policy facing women was the designation of pregnancy as a disease. A WAF who became pregnant [or adopted a child] was immediately discharged. That didn’t change until 1972, when a nurse serving in Vietnam challenged the rule. She was sent to a new base in Washington state, one of the few states where abortion was legal. She was told to get an abortion and use her accumulated leave to recover. That was unacceptable to her, so she sued the Department of Defense. The American Civil Liberties Union [ACLU] provided her with an attorney – Ruth Bader Ginsburg. Ultimately, the Supreme Court agreed to hear the case, but before that could happen, the Air Force changed its policy. Initially, pregnant women could choose between remaining in the Air Force or separating. In 1976, the option to separate was removed. 
The WAF program concluded in 1976. Women were finally accepted in the Air Force on the same basis as men. Women were admitted to the service academies. That year, more career fields, especially non-traditional ones, began to open to women. It wasn’t a smooth road just because the Air Force admitted women across the board. One of the first issues concerned uniforms. The Air Force needed to create new uniforms [creating women’s versions of men’s uniforms was no easy feat]. Throughout that process, women were granted different variances, which were not always well-received. Every modification or waiver granted to women seemed to upset some other portion of the force. Unfortunately, some people took that frustration out on the women. 
Not all career fields opened immediately. The first non-traditional career fields opened to women in 1976 were weather, intelligence, and air traffic control. The security forces career field didn’t open to women until 1985, and, for example, aerial gunner was restricted until its first female was certified in 2002. The final four career fields [combat control, TACP, pararescue, and special reconnaissance] weren’t open to women until 2013. Because of the high attrition rates [often over 80% for all students], women are not a noticeable presence in those fields, although several women have entered the training pipeline.
Things have certainly gotten better, but it’s not all unicorns and rainbows; women still report harassment based on their gender. Hopefully, we’ll reach a day when women can simply come to work and just work.  Until we reach that goal, the long history of successes women have amassed and the problems they’ve overcome cannot be forgotten.
