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Exclusion and inclusion in the Danish military: A historical analysis of the

construction and consequences of a gendered organizational narrative

Abstract

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to examine why and how past stories of
women'’s insufficiency for military work survive and how they come to form a
gendered organizational narrative dominant in constructing current opinions on

women in the military.

Design/methodology/approach: The analysis is based mainly on archival data,
but supported by interview material as well as participant observation data. We
do this from the assumption that the culturally constructed notion of the ideal

soldier is based on a historically constructed professional narrative.

Findings: We show how a historically produced gender narrative - based on
(fictional) stories on what women can and can’t do - is perceived as true and
thereby casts women as less suitable for a military career. Thus, despite the
current equal legal rights of men and women in the military, the power of the

narrative limits female soldiers’ career possibilities.

Originality/value: The paper is unique as it in drawing on archival data is able to
trace how an organizational narrative comes to be and due to its ethnographic
data how this creates limitations for women’s careers. This narrative is stronger
and much more powerful than management is aware of. The paper therefore adds
crucial knowledge about the ideological influence a historically produced

organizational narrative can have on current change initiatives.

Keywords: Diversity change programs, gender narrative, historical analysis,

inclusion, exclusion, military

Paper type: Research paper



Introduction

Many organizations are today engaged in various diversity programs in the
attempt of increasing the percentage of women in their organization, especially at
senior level (Muttarak et al., 2013; Oswick and Noon, 2014; Quin et al., 2014). It has
been shown that such attempts of changing the gender composition of
organizations are highly influenced by the profession within which the
organization operates, as professions due to their historical meaning tend to have
developed subtle cultural codes for the way individuals are seen as suitable (or
non-suitable) for the work performed in a given profession (Ashcraft, 2013;
Ashcraft et al, 2012; Butler et al, 2012; Davies, 1996; Sullivan, 2012). As
professions tend to be read as masculine (opposite to the feminine connoted semi-
professions that e.g. Hearn (1988) very successfully has shown), these cultural
codes are highly gendered, and in this way work as subtle but powerful inclusion
or exclusion mechanisms often obstructing the more formal inclusion programs
(of e.g. women) aiming at changing the organization (Ashcraft et al, 2012).
Therefore, particularly professions culturally read as masculine seem to struggle

with including women on equal terms with men.

Here, the military most likely have a sense of professionalism more deeply rooted
in masculinity than any other, as they until very recently have excluded (and some
places still do exclude) women from taking part of much of the work (Carreiras
2006; Carreiras and Kiimmel 2008; Kronsell 2012, Mackenzie 2015, Totland
2009). This has been argued to be one of the main reasons why national military
organizations still to a high degree are defined by a masculine ideology that
sanctions expressions of femininity (Carreiras 2006; Totland 2009) and (if not
formally, then) informally exclude women from parts of the work performed in
national defenses all over the world. The Danish military has since the early 2000s
focused on gender inclusion in order to increase the number of women in the
Danish Armed Forced. However, while the number of women doing military
service has increased, the numbers have not changed much at higher levels.
Several explanations have been given as to why this is so, e.g. that women due to
their assumed ‘natural’ nurturing instincts are unable to take another person’s life.

Another argument has been that women due to weaker bodies and psyches are



not capable of performing the exhausting job as a soldier. And yet another
argument is that women are just not interested in being part of this profession -
that it is ‘a man’s thing’. However, these arguments are very questionable in the
light of the high number of women voluntarily signing up for military service in
Denmark; a service they could easily avoid without any questions asked. Equally
relevant, studies on the actual performance of military work carried out by women
and men in the military has shown no clear evidence that women who take part in
military work should be less competent than their male colleagues (Mackenzie,
2015; Carreiras and Kiimmel, 2008).1 Nevertheless, there are plenty of stories
being told about why so few women are part of the military profession, yet few

feasible explanations as to why this is the case.

We are in this paper interested in why such stories survive and how they become
so dominant in constructing the opinion on women in the military. We do this from
the assumption that the culturally constructed notion of the ideal soldier is based
on a historically constructed professional gender narrative that works as a frame
of reference for meaning construction about women in the Danish Armed Forces.
In this way we lean on Hawkins and Saleem (2012, pp. 208) as they state that
narratives are “the cognitive framework that guides an individual in making sense
of experiences” often in subconscious and subtle ways through cultural codes. We
will in this paper analyze how a historically produced gendered narrative on what
women can and can’t do casts women as less suitable for a military career -
despite the current equal legal rights of men and women in the military. Our
argument, then is, that this narrative is stronger and much more powerful than
management is aware of and before this is addressed and some of the myths killed,

the military will have difficulties experiencing change from its inclusion programs.

Addressing this aim, the paper therefore asks the following question: How does a
gendered organizational narrative constructed through a history of exclusion create

barriers for current inclusion of women in the Armed Forces?

1 This issue is closely tied to questions of how competencies are valued and measured in the
military - an issue we shall return to at the end of this paper.

3



Studying diversity change programs

While several studies show that diversity in organizations pays off economically
(e.g. Herring, 2009; Lyngsie and Foss, 2016), it is also a well-known fact that
organizations do not optimize the diversity of the human resources at their
disposal. This is evident as, for example, women and ethnic minorities remain
underrepresented in management positions, boards of directors as well as certain
occupations (Chamorro-Premuzic, 2013; Zanoni and Janssens, 2015). The
discrepancy between potential gains and actual practices has led research on
diversity to focus on developing methods for increasing the number of minorities
in leadership positions. Hence, tools and initiatives like sensitivity training,
networks, mentoring, and ‘minority only’ programs have been developed and

implemented (e.g. Clarke, 2011; Kossek et al., 2006).

Critical scholars have recently shown that traditional diversity management
practices as well as studies of these are guided by functionalistic, generalized, de-
contextualized and de-politicized HRM practices (Janssens and Zanoni, 2014;
Oswick and Noon, 2014), which do not capture the complexity of the diversity
issues that organizations have to deal with. This criticism has successfully exposed
problematic underlying norms and ideologies, which form specific gendered,
raced, classed and sexed perceptions of (and expectations to) people (e.g. Ashcraft,
2013; Muhr and Salem, 2013; Muhr and Sullivan, 2013). Such perceptions obstruct
the successful implementation of the very diversity practices that were meant to

overcome them (Klarsfeld et al., 2012; Muhr, 2011).

The majority of these recent studies and critiques of diversity management and
diversity research are theoretically grounded in the so-called ‘linguistic turn’
(Alvesson and Karreman, 2000), emphasizing how diversity practices are
embedded in and influenced by discourses of difference (e.g. Christiansen and Just,
2012; Zanoni and Jansens, 2004). Within the literature on gender ‘after’ the
linguistic turn, the main argument has been that power, history and organizational
culture discursively constructs gendered norms and ideologies (see Ahonen et al,,
2014; Tracy and Rivera, 2010), which limits gender performances to that which is
socially accepted (Cheney and Ashcraft, 2007; Ford, 2006; Muhr and Sullivan,

2013) or in the case of professions perceived to be within the boundaries of a



given profession (Ashcraft, 2013). Discursive constructions of gender can be seen
in both everyday language of organization members, in the way organization
members tell stories about themselves and others as well as the way organizations
represent gender initiatives through more official channels. All of these linguistic
sources (and more) make up an organisation’s narrative, which defines who and
what they are and what they stand for. Taking a discursive approach to studying
gender therefore means going away from asking questions such as ‘how should
diversity be managed’ and instead ask the question ‘how is diversity constructed
and how does such a construction influence practice’? (see also Zanoni and
Janssens, 2004). By identifying an organisation’s gender narrative, we can thereby
gain important knowledge about how diversity is constructed and practiced in an

organization.

The role of organizational narratives

Flory and Iglesias (2010) already in the 2010 JOCM special issue on rhetoric and
narratives in management research asked the crucial question: What impact do
stories have? In answering this, they point to the power narratives have as “the
reflective product of looking back and making sense of stories constructed to
make sense of life” (Flory and Iglesias, 2010, pp. 116-117). Narrative is therefore
“a way of understanding one’s own and others’ actions, of organizing events and
objects into a meaningful whole, and of connecting and seeing the consequences
of actions and events over time” (Chase, 2005, pp. 656, see also Parada and
Villadas, 2010). Stories can therefore be used by individuals “to make sense of
their lived experiences and organize these experiences within their narratives”
(Hawkins and Saleem, 2012, pp. 206). Through this process, narratives come to
convey an experience of objectivity (Gosseff, 2014), and are therefore rarely
questioned, but rather taken for granted truths about an organization (Essers,
2012). Actions, therefore, are difficult to interpret if they are not viewed in the
light of grander organizational narratives (Hawkins and Saleem, 2012) and the

materialization of these as practices and symbols in the organization.

If we, by following this, define stories as the use of words to tell a tale and

narratives as the collective cognitive framework (or ideology), which stories draw
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their meaning from (Hawkins and Saleem, 2012), then it is the gendered
narratives formed through military history, which give meaning to the stories told
today. Dawson et al. (2014) make such connection to time, as they “bring to the
fore the often hidden notion of time in utilizing concepts from a range of
literatures in examining temporality, stories and sensemaking in a context in
which future possibilities are made sense of in the present through restorying
experiences and events from the past”. However, where Dawson et al. develop
their thinking in relation to improving change experiences and increasing
commitment to change, we take a step back and focus on how historically shaped
narratives form present story telling in ways that are detrimental for change, in
our case changing the perception of women in the organization. So to add to
Hawkins and Saleem’s (2012) debate about how stories obtain their narrative
fragments, which make them so powerful and influential, our answer is formed
around the meaning generated through historical anecdotes that come to be seen
as true. Here Essers’ (2012) insightful analysis of how “illusions are disseminated
through narrative, serve as the backbone of everyday practices in organizations
and society” is particularly useful. Thus identifying an organization’s historically
produced gender narrative can therefore assist us in understanding how gender
is discursively constructed and how it influences how work is perceived and

performed in a given organization, in this case the Danish Armed Forces.

Methodology

As Essers (2012, pp. 349) points out, management research is troubled by a “false
choice between narrative ‘meaning’ and scientific ‘truth’. Essers instead points to
the fact that narratives are carriers of ideological fantasies, which then shape the
way we perceive so-called ‘truth’ and ‘facts’ and use them to make sense of
experiences. Narratives are therefore crucial for understanding how perceptions
about the ‘ideal worker’ in a given profession are constructed not only from
objective facts, but always intertwined with a ‘narrative truth’ as Bruner (1986)

among others referred to.

Narratives are constructed both from texts, material objects, images, actions and

stories (Hawkins and Saleem, 2012). This means that the analysis, in which we
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identify the historical construction of the current gender narrative, should draw
on historical texts, pictures, objects as well as collected stories about the past. We
therefore make use of archival and document analysis combined with interviews
and observations to understand how the gender narrative in the Danish Armed
Forces is formed historically and influence opinions about gender and the ideal

soldier today.

Archival / document analysis

As a way to map the history of women in the Danish military, one of the authors
spent four months examining historical documents. Looking at how women
gained access to actual military positions in the second half of the 20th century, the
author traced women’s military careers back to the outburst of The Second World
War. Thus, the scope of the historical analysis starts in 1939 and up until equal
rights for men and women in the Danish Armed Forces were established in 1992,
with still more written material to be found for each decade. However, as only few
historical accounts about women’s presence in the military exists, ‘pieces of the
puzzle’ were found in e.g. propositions for new legislation, transcripts of
parliament debates, yearbooks, status reports, autobiographies, action plans,
strategy papers, HR policy papers as well as evaluation reports. Thus, the data for
the historical analysis is based on a carefully identified cacophony of voices from
former commanders, government officials at the Ministry of Defense, politicians,

the national Equality Council, researchers, etc.

Interview and observation data

The interview and observation data comes from three sections of data collection
in the Danish Armed Forces. Both authors were involved in separate parts of this,
and both therefore have an in depth empirical understanding of the organization.
First, 22 interviews were conducted in the Danish Defence Personnel Organization
and the Ministry of Defence in 2015. 2/3 of these interviews have been conducted
with military personnel and 1/3 with civilian personnel. Half of the interviews

were with men and half with women. Second, as part of the historical analysis,



qualitative interviews with six of the first women to achieve rank of officer in
Denmark were carried out in the fall of 2013. These women were identified via
graduation pictures from the military academies or by researchers at the Royal
Danish Defence College who have met or heard of some of these women. Only
women who were still part of the Danish military were interviewed, which surely
has an effect on the stories that have been gathered - compared to the stories
women who have chosen to leave the organization might have told. Third, an
additional 36 qualitative interviews with recruits and commanders were carried
out at the end of a participatory fieldwork in 2016 in which one of the authors
joined a group of conscripted soldiers through their four month basic training.
This work resulted in loads of rich observations, embodied experiences and 45
hours of interview recordings, which is also included in this analysis. Finally, both
authors have visited a number of military barracks and had meetings with leaders
at different levels within the military; experiences that have contributed to our
knowledge and understanding of the organization.

Doing interviews seems essential when studying the construction of narratives in
an organization. The large number of interviews behind this analysis has provided
us with numerous stories about the military profession as well as articulations
that can disclose normativity around gender (Sgndergaard, 2000). Concurrently,
observations have enabled insights that informants may not have wished to share
or did not consider to be of interest to the researcher (Spradley, 1980). Including
observations has thus entailed insight into how gender differences and gendered

possibilities are produced via both articulations and actions.

Historical analysis of the Danish military: exclusion, inclusion and the

construction of the gender narrative

The Danish Armed Forces is somewhat standardized in its organization as it
consists of an army, a navy and an air force as well as a couple of additional special
operation units. The military employs around 20,000 people of which 34 fill
military positions while the last % are civilians. In addition to this group of
employees comes another 4,200 conscripted soldiers each year of which most

serve in the army.



As one of the few countries in NATO, Denmark’s Armed Forces are still based on a
foundation of conscripted soldiers. Despite compulsory military service having
‘gone out of style’ across most of the Western world (Carreiras, 2006), Denmark
still upholds the duty of (male) citizens to serve their country when they have
reached the age of 18.2 The conscription period has, however, been cut down to
consist of only four months basic training during which recruits are taught the
basics of combat as well as emergency management and first-aid. Subsequently,
soldiers can proceed onto more advanced educational programs and jobs in the
military, e.g. the Army’s Reactional Unit Program, which trains recruits to become

professional soldiers who can be deployed in international missions.

Women can serve alongside male recruits on so-called ‘conscription-like
conditions’ by volunteering for military service - a possibility that was introduced
in 1998. Today, women make up a greater percentage of the conscripted soldiers
in the Danish military than ever before. From having made up a mere 2.6 percent
in 2004, they made up 17.7 percent in 2016. This increase is no doubt related to a
contemporary political focus on this topic, which has effectuated itself in inclusion
programs and efforts to recruit more women at the entry level. However, the
increase in women joining the basic program is not reflected higher up in the
organization: The percentage of women continuing onto a career within the
military as well as the overall percentage of women in military positions (the
conscription period not being considered a ‘position’) has shown little growth
within the last decade.3 In the following section, we will turn back time and
explore the development of the entry of women in the Danish military as a way to
better understand the current gender narrative and how it creates challenges to

gender integration and inclusion.

Moments of inclusion and exclusion of women in the Danish military

Z However, the entire cohort of 18 year olds is not called upon for military service. Currently, only
4,200 conscripts are enlisted each year - out of a total of 69,800 men and women aged 18.

3 Over the last six years, the percentage of women in military positions has moved both up and
down, overall going from 6.2 in 2010 to 6.8 percent in 2016. A few years earlier, in 2007, the
percentage of women was 5.0 percent.



Little record has been kept of the presence of women in the Danish military prior
to the 1980’s. Women have nonetheless contributed to the national defense and
military work in Denmark long before, albeit this contribution has arguably been
silenced - by men as well as women - to uphold a perception of violence as
something manly and peace as something womanly (Larsen, 1994). Larsen has
given specific examples of Danish women through history who have taken part in
combat and wars. However, most of these women were involved in war and
combat via supporting roles such as accompanying nurses or wives following the
military unit into battle. Here, we will engage with the question of how women
through the 20t century gained access to the military profession in Denmark -
how women through mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion gradually have

gotten closer to being perceived as suitable members of the military profession.

As mentioned, women’s military function started out being primarily that of
support to combatants, something that positioned them outside the military
profession as such, e.g. symbolized by their lack of uniforms. In the time just
around World War I, a number of volunteer corps were created in Denmark, most
of them made up solely by women. The original aim of these corps was to help
evacuate citizens during the war but the women were also taught to perform other
tasks such as cooking for large groups of people, nursing and office work. This
concept of volunteer women's corps was widespread in the Nordic countries
(Sundevall, 2011; Jensen and Frgling, 2006). By 1952 all branches of the military
had a female volunteer corps; the army, the navy and the air force all had women
in uniform assisting them in their work by taking part in combat support tasks
such as surveillance, technical services and signaling. Thus, these corps opened
the door to the military profession for women albeit this first step towards
inclusion being conditional to an international crisis. However, as we will argue
later on, this supporting role would turn out to inhibit the full inclusion of women
in the military organization, as stories of these pioneer women might be positive
and in favor of women serving, but at the same time also constructing cultural
codes for women in the military around their initial tasks focused on nurture, care

and support rather than combat and protection.
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[t was nevertheless their previous presence in the military - that the women were
already there, in uniforms, doing military work - that made it possible for women
to be hired on military contracts in 1962. With the adoption of this change, women
would still be affiliated to the women's corps but would have a better juridical
foundation since they would now actually be employed. This way, they were
included in the way that they could now get a contract with the Danish Armed
Forces, yet they were simultaneously marginalized by being excluded from the
‘real’ military through the affiliation to separate women’s sections. This new
development had an additional two massive exceptions that underpinned the
difference between men and women in the military: The women would (still) not
be paid for the work they did and they were not allowed to take part in combat.

Maybe not surprising, these conditions did not attract a lot of women.

A key advancement in the rights of women regarding military careers happened
in 1971 where the entry levels in the military (as privates and sergeants) were
opened up to women, thus making them actual members of the military
profession. While women would now be acknowledged for their work by being
paid, they could still not be employed in positions “that primarily included a
chance of direct participation in combat” (Haslund-Christensen, 1988, p. 84).
Shortly after, women gained access to the military academies of each of the
military's three branches where soldiers had the possibility to advance to officers
- a crucial step for the potential advancement to even higher ranks in the military
(Slgk-Andersen, 2014). However, few women (or men) seemed to know of the
possibility to become an officer and even fewer women entered the academies in
the 1970's (and the 1980's) - partly because of stories about the academies being
male-only territory lived on. For instance, one informant told how her own father,
a military man himself, convinced her that she as a woman was not eligible to
apply - an incorrect fact that was later corrected by one of her friends at which

point she applied and was accepted.

According to the few women who entered the military academies at this time, the
military did not appear to have been prepared to grant women access. Rather, a
lack of facilities and equipment for the women as well as a general confusion over

what 'to do' with these women suddenly being accepted seemed to define the
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experiences of the first women at the military academies, thus indicating that this
decision to include women in the higher ranks might very well have been made
outside the organization (Slgk-Andersen 2014). The role as high-ranked

commanders did not fit with the narrative of women as barely-suitable soldiers.

This somewhat hesitant inclusion process during the 1970's could be argued to
have been driven by the rise of gender equality legislation in Denmark. Political
intentions regarding equality were consolidated in the Law on Equal Pay in 1976
and the Law on Equal Treatment in 1978 as well the creation of a national Equality
Council in 1975. Already within its first years, the council received complaints
from women who were denied access to various educational programs within the
military. And the Danish military did in fact seem to actively try to exclude women
from gaining full membership of the profession: At the adoption of the Law on
Equal Treatment in 1978 which among other things determined that women and
men should be treated as equals in questions of employment, the military instantly
appealed for an exception from the law. The reason for this appeal was that this
would be the only way to uphold the exclusion of women from combat - which
was still in function despite the advancement of women who at this point were
entering the military academies. Based on arguments about the uncertainty of
how women would react to the pressure of combat, the military was given a total
of 10 years of redemption from the Law of Equal Treatment. However, this came
with a requirement to conduct trials with women in combat roles during the
redemption period. In this period, women continued to be what we might call
‘excluded insiders’, being included by national legislation yet being attempted
excluded from combat by the very profession they believed to be part of. The
evaluation and recommendations following these trials were highly debated and
some were even rewritten on orders from the Ministry of Defense (Bork and
Ngrby 2010, Slgk-Andersen 2014). The final outcome was a positive evaluation of
women's capabilities to fulfil the role of combat soldiers due to which the
exception from the Law on Equal Treatment could no longer stand. Thus, the

combat exclusion was eroded in 1988.

In principle, women now had full access to all military positions but one: Due to

stories about how the extreme G-force during flying could potentially damage
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women’s reproductive organs, women were still not allowed to be fighter pilots
before evidence on this was gathered and examined. Yet, no such study was
carried out regarding the reproductive health of the male pilots. Thus, the
narrative about how women and their bodies were an ill fit with military tasks
lived on and showed itself powerful despite a greater formal inclusion of women.
In the end, there was not sufficient evidence that flying would harm women’s
bodies and the ban was therefore terminated in 1992, hereby eliminating the last

formal restriction on women'’s participation in the military.

Another defining point in the formal equality between men and women in the
Danish Armed Forces happened in 1998 where women were given the possibility
to serve alongside conscripted male soldiers under ‘conscription-like conditions’.
This meant that men and women were now gathered in the same military
education program, giving them the exact same competencies via a common basic
training at the military barracks. Since 2006, all women have additionally been
invited to the information and assessment events obligatory for all men the year
they turn 18, and as of 2016, most conscripted soldiers stay in co-ed housing as a
way to downplay existing gender barriers (Ellingsen et al. 2016), and potentially
increase the number of women who continue onto a military career. Furthermore,
gender equality was included as a principle in the HR policy for the Danish Armed
Forces in 2003: another indication of an organization that tries to challenge
gender narratives casting women as unwanted and unsuitable. Unfortunately, a
survey on gender-based misconduct - also from 2003 - showed that one in three
women had experienced this type of behavior from colleagues in the military
(@hrstrgm et al., 2003). Women were via oral and physical actions getting a lot of
negative attention due to their non-normative gender. That this survey and the
addition of gender equality to the HR policy appeared the same year shows the
coexistence of inclusion and exclusion processes. Today, the only formal gender-
based difference that still stands is that conscription only applies to men - a crucial
difference when trying to challenge gender dynamics, we would argue, as this

continues to frame men as more suitable for the job as a soldier than women.

Discussion: The power of the narrative today
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While the assistance women offered the Danish military through their volunteer
work during The Second World War to a large degree was pivotal to their later
access to 'real' military positions, their participation in these supporting units
casted women as supporters. This organizational narrative of women as
supporters rather than combatants has lived on and is key when trying to
understand the gender dynamics and integration issues of contemporary military
organizations. We argue that it cannot simply be disregarded as a historical
account since several of the so-called ‘truths’ produced by this narrative has
influenced - and still influence - the careers of female officers. This narrative is
for instance found in the praising of women’s contributions to CIMIC (civil-
military) activities, which are centered on dialogue and intercultural
competencies rather than aggression and physical strength. An appraisal mostly
emphasized by (male) officers in the military ironically as a way to complement
their female colleagues. However, the reiteration of this ‘compliment’ is
concurrently writing women out of the narrative about combat on which the
military profession could be argued to be based, displacing women to a supportive
role as communicators rather than fighters. This displacement is strengthened by
a number of accounts during our fieldwork where young women have been told
that they were not able to apply to the Danish special operation units due to their
gender. This limitation was formally eliminated in 1988, yet when a female recruit
during a career event at a military barrack in the spring of 2016 asked about
women'’s possibilities to apply for one of the special operation units, she - and the
rest of the 150 recruits in the auditorium - were told by a recruitment officer that
‘we are looking into opening the unit to women'’. This type of (incorrect) reply may
explain why no woman has ever served in these units. Concurrently, it underpins
that women are still not (despite formal rules) perceived as full-blown members
of the profession, and adds to the gender narrative that women are per definition
never ‘elite’ soldiers. Equally, the historical data presented in this article has for
one of the authors given rise to a number of debates as many current and former
employees in the military argue that duty in e.g. submarines and the special
operation units were not opened up to women before the mid-1990's or even
later. Despite the fact that there is no evidence or juridical basis for these claims -

just as the stories about current limitations regarding women'’s access to special
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operation units go against formal policy and legislation - these still to a large
degree successfully limit women from parts of the profession because they are

presented and understood as ‘truths’ within the organization.

To support the gender narrative of women as more suitable for support functions,
physical strength still functions as one of the primary bases for exclusive practices
in the military, drawing on narratives about women being too weak to be full
members of the military profession (Maninger, 2008; Creveld, 2002). During the
participatory fieldwork, some sergeants have in training sessions repeated a
mantra about physical training not being about getting ‘big guns’ but rather a
strong core to enhance balance and help avoid injuries. Nonetheless, photos of
Arnold Schwarzenegger at the peak of his bodybuilder career still appeared
during formal lectures, indicating a quite different organizational, physical ideal.
Despite women possibly even having an advantage if physical strength was
measured in accordance to core strength, they still suffer under a narrative about
weakness. One reason is that while the official policy for physical training may be
focused on core strength, norms and stories about strength in the military still
cling to the well-known push-up - in which it could be argued that women are
disadvantaged due to a much smaller muscle mass in the upper body. Maybe due
to an acknowledgement of this, one sergeant would - during the observed training
of recruits - always yell ‘only women are allowed to do push-ups on their knees’.
Unfortunately, this type of gender specific ‘consideration’ entails an indication
that only women could be challenged by doing the 15-20 push-ups while no men
could possibly have difficulties doing them on their toes. In reality, when looking
around at the 53 recruits, just as many men as women were on their knees - or
giving up all together. Thus, the story of push-ups being defining for strength ends
up being a contemporary exclusion mechanism, labelling women as ‘not strong
enough’ for the military, despite formal attempts to establish more ‘gender

neutral’ ways of assessing and building physical strength.

As the gender narrative targets or addresses the core capability of what it means
to be a successful soldier, the narrative also reinforces the current norm that
women are non-suitable for the role as commanders; few women have reached

higher levels of leadership within the Danish Armed Forces. Obviously, with few
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women entering the military academies in the 1970’s and 1980’s, it would be odd
to have large numbers of women in high-ranked positions today as these positions
are limited to those who have achieved the title as officer. However, even at the
basic level, a female recruit made second-in-command in her squad, explained
during an interview how hard it was to carry out this role “because they [her male
colleagues] might think it sucks being bossed around by a 20 year old girl” which
she experiences by not always being “taken seriously” and having to “prove
[herself] more”. Supporting her suspicion that the female gender has an effect on

her possibility to lead, a male colleague said in his interview:

I respect her. I think she’s a good second-in-command and I understand
why she is second-in-command rather than me and all that, whereas many
might think ‘Oh, but she’s only second-in-command because she is a girl
[...] It's not like that. [ can sense that she is fighting for it. She’s passionate
about it. She wants it. And that’s why I just have respect [for her] instead.
And I think it's too bad that she isn’t getting the credit that... sometimes

should be given.

Affecting women'’s access to leadership is not only cultural codes casting them as
non-combatant but also things as elementary as the (deep, masculine) tone of
voice needed to yell commands to an entire platoon as well as women’s uniforms
with too little room for advanced distinctions on the shoulders - hereby

challenging women’s access to leadership in subtle ways.

Conclusion

With this paper, we have aimed at showing how the history of inclusion and
exclusion within the Danish Armed Forces has created a very specific gender
narrative around support, nurture and weakness, which serves as a barrier for
women’s careers in the military today. Overall we found that women are (still)
constructed - and referred to in stories - as weaker, less powerful and less
suitable for being soldiers compared to men, who fit the masculine ideal within
the military profession. Women's inferiority is inscribed narratively into the

military organization in diverse ways; as stories about limitations in women’s
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access to various units, uniforms that do not have room for distinctions, the
recurrent push-ups and lack of ‘credit’ for women in leadership. Many of these
stories, however, are not based on facts, but on untrue myths and false
information. Still, they seem to be stronger and more powerful in constructing the
present day opinion about female soldiers and their career possibilities, thereby
obstructing the change initiatives based on actual facts and managerial support

for women.

The main point we have attempted to convey is that when an organization or a
profession has a strong gendered history (which many professions, not only the
military, do), it is not possible to deal with contemporary inclusion processes
without addressing stories of exclusion (no matter whether they are true or not)
and the power these hold through forming organizational narratives about which
- and how - certain bodies belong in the profession (in this case military). Thus,
current opportunities for women when it comes to being hired, choosing their
field of specialization, being promoted, being in command, or in more general
terms being included in all aspects of their everyday life in the military, are shaped
by a historically produced organizational narrative. Such a narrative is
particularly powerful exactly because it is based on myths and stories, something
that is foundational for the organizational culture and the ideological
constructions around it (Essers, 2012). When current gender policies and
initiatives aiming at increasing the percentage of women are less successful than
what was expected, we need to acknowledge the role of historically constructed
professional gender narratives ideologically shaping normativity within the

specific profession today.

So, although Gabriel (2008) warned us about the deceptive features of stories
when constructed by spin-doctors and image brokers, we show how this
deception does not have to happen through the deliberate construction of
misleading narratives, but can also happen through the historical construction of
the narrative upon which present day meaning is generated. As ZiZek (e.g. 1989)
has reminded us repeatedly, ideology works better when it is not deliberate or
acknowledged - and as we add here, when it is worked into an organizational

narrative.
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Thus, the contribution of this paper is to show the function of historically
constructed narratives for organizational change and thereby how important
knowledge about a profession’s historically developed narrative is to understand
current attempts of organizational change. So, when an organization, like the
Danish Armed Forces works actively and seriously towards changing the gender
composition of the organization - e.g. by setting strategic goals and launching
initiatives to attract more women - history and the historically constructed
gender narrative is of crucial importance. One cannot look at inclusion without
taking historical exclusion into consideration. The way women historically have
been excluded from the military profession works as a powerful organizational

narrative, which influences any attempt of inclusion.
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