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 Women have always been involved in wars.  Until the nineteenth century, women 

were part of the “camp and train”: preparing food, washing clothes, sewing, and in times 

of disease or wounds, nursing the soldiers.  Two wars—the Crimean War (mid-nineteenth 

century), and the Vietnam War (mid-twentieth century) “bookend” women’s official and 

traditional involvement in wars.  During the Crimean War, the British government sent 

Florence Nightingale with a select group of women to nurse and care for the soldiers.  

Nightingale’s involvement paved the way for professional nursing’s development, and 

laid the foundations for civilian organizations such as the Red Cross.  Approximately one 

hundred years later, the United States became embroiled in the Vietnam War.  Thousands 

of women volunteered to serve in the military, support services, medical care, and 

civilian organizations. 

 War genre novels written by male authors, set in the Crimean and Vietnam Wars, 

depict the female characters as “madonnas”/“mothers,” “angels,” and “whores.”  These 

stereotypes do not reflect the women warriors who served in either war.  The Crimean 
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War novels are sleek, glossy, romance novels that present the stereotypes in a very 

Victorian manner, which presage the graphic, almost pornographic depictions of women 

in the Vietnam War novels. 

 The women’s actual accounts do not support these stereotypical depictions.  

Military and civilian women have been silenced by the stereotypical representations in 

war genre fiction.  Further, these stereotypes have trivialized and marginalized the service 

of women in the Crimean and Vietnam Wars.  The actual accounts present the women 

who served as warriors.  They deserve recognition for their service to their country as 

well as willing listeners to hear their stories.  These listeners must be taught about both 

these wars since they “bookend” women’s official and traditional areas of service during 

wars.  Further, students must recognize that the women who served are warriors and 

veterans just like their male counterparts.  Finally, the women who served in the Vietnam 

War must be encouraged to tell their stories before they are lost to history.   
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