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Abstract

Prompted by the question ‘why aren’t there more women in combat trades?’, this research
reaches beyond this to ask about the broader gendered context of the Infantry. Bringing in
the experiences of both men and women, this thesis contributes a more nuanced
understanding of the gendered issues at play by identifying what factors enable or inhibit
success. As such, this thesis seeks to address a gap in knowledge that currently exists with
respect to the experiences of men and women working together within a hypermasculine
gender integrated combat-focused unit. It does so through the conduct of a qualitative study
of soldiers enlisted in the Royal New Zealand Infantry Regiment (RNZIR) of the New Zealand
Army (NZ Army).

As this thesis will reveal, the production of ‘war-fighters’ is not an accidental or inevitable
process. Infantry soldiers are socialised into certain ways of thinking and doing, and it is the
performance of institutionalised habits, traditions and behaviours that makes an individual
Infantry. The production of a war fighter is, therefore, a purposeful process of creating a
particular type of Infantry soldier that is deemed to be most effective on the battlefield. What
also becomes apparent in the course of this research, however, is that ‘success’ within
Infantry is a complex concept; one which is underpinned by a specific gender performance,
and which requires negotiation of a number of factors that extend beyond the professional

realms of the ‘actual job’.

Notwithstanding the need to produce ‘war-fighters’ this thesis argues that the way in which
Infantry soldiers are produced within the NZ Army perpetuates a very specific masculine
gendered ideology within the RNZIR. This ideology is based on both assumptions and
understandings (and also misunderstandings) of gender, coupled with a battlefield narrative
that inhibits the possibility of contesting the ‘status quo’. This thesis will illustrate that while
some of the participants thrive within this context, others do not. Indeed, the gendered
ideology which supports ‘the way things are done around here’ inhibits the participation (and
retention) of many men and women, including men and women who exhibit the same
gualities and attributes that are claimed to be necessary for Infantry success on the modern,

or future, battlefield.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Context

In 1986 a schoolgirl made an inquiry to the New Zealand Prime Minister (the Rt Hon David
Lange at the time), about why she could not train as an Air Force pilot (Chen, 1990). This query
sparked a chain of political events, beginning with a three month debate between the New
Zealand Defence Force (NZDF) and Government regarding the policy that barred women from
being committed to combat (Chen, 1990). The NZDF’s stance on the debate was that
committing mixed gender forces to combat would be socially and operationally
“irresponsible” (Chen, 1990, p.96). The NZDF made its stance clear by stating that: “to employ
women in combat units would prejudice the chance to maintain a cost effective and combat
ready force” (Chen, 1990, p.96). Government’s rebuttal was, however, that:

we fail if we pursue the goal of effective and combat ready forces through a policy
of unfair discrimination against members of our community. The elimination of
such discrimination and the pursuit of effective defence do not have to be
incompatible (Chen, 1990, p.96).

The decision was therefore made to have the combat exclusion policy revoked. This meant
that, from 2000 onwards, women had the same opportunity as men to enlist into any trade
within the NZDF that was deemed ‘combat’ (Chen, 1990). For the New Zealand Army (NZ

Army) this included enlistment into trades of the Artillery, Armoured and Infantry corps.

This anecdote illustrates the power of asking a question. Prior to 1986 it was presumably
considered the norm that women should not be committed to combat. Women within New
Zealand society were up until, and during, the 1980s regarded as home makers, not ‘life
takers’ (Dalziel, 2001; Johnston, 1974; Phare, 1993). Although women had been allowed to
enlist in the NZDF since World War Two, it was accepted as normal that their military service
should be confined to supporting, or ‘non-combat’, roles. Women’s participation in combat,
a term defined by the NZDF as “killing or capturing along with the associated risk of being

killed or captured” (Chen, 1990, p.13), was seen to pose a critical risk to the operational
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effectiveness! of the NZDF. It was also viewed as a disruption to the social order of New
Zealand. However, the simple asking of a question brought about a discussion of the validity
of these norms, and ultimately lead to women having equal opportunities of enlistment and

employment within the NZDF.

In 2019, another question was asked. This time it was by the senior leadership of the NZ Army,
who wanted to know why there were not more women in combat trades. Twenty years after
the removal of the combat exclusion, the numbers of women within combat roles equated to
less than 3% of the total number of uniformed NZ Army personnel (Brosnan & Jefferies, 2019).
This percentage was less than that of women within the broader context of the NZ Army (a
figure which had reached nearly 15% by 2019). In a complete reversal of previous sentiment,
women’s participation in combat was now regarded as an operational enabler. Therefore, NZ
Army senior leadership wanted to understand how to attract and retain more women in

combat roles. The origin of my research lies with this question.

However this thesis is not solely about the participation of women within combat roles of the
NZ Army. It is a thesis that explores gender as a particular construct that shapes the lives of
both men and women, and which underpins understandings of what it means to be a combat
soldier. To only explore the experience of women would fail to take account of the fact that
the experiences of men are also shaped by gendered assumptions and expectations. This
thesis is, therefore, a study of the lived reality of being in a combat trade of the NZ Army, as

experienced by both men and women.

While there are several combat trades within the NZ Army, my research focuses on the
experiences of members of the Regular Force (RF) Infantry soldier trade that sits within the
Royal New Zealand Infantry Regiment (RNZIR). Infantry was selected as the focus of this
research as it is the largest combat soldier trade of the NZ Army. It is a trade that has also
struggled, since the removal of the combat exclusion policy, to either attract or retain female

soldiers. This chapter introduces the context of the RNZIR, presents the research questions,

! Operational effectiveness can be defined as the ability of a miltiary force to achieve required outcomes wtihin
a given operational setting.
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provides an overview of how the study proceeds and concludes by presenting an outline of

the thesis structure.

1.2 The Royal New Zealand Infantry Regiment (RNZIR)

The purpose of the NZ Army is “to sustain a combat-ready force postured to secure New
Zealand against external threat, to protect its sovereign interests, and be able to take action
that meets likely contingencies in its strategic areas of interest” (NZ Army, 2023, p.3). The
Royal New Zealand Infantry Regiment (RNZIR) contributes towards the NZ Army’s ability to
achieve this purpose through the provision of Regular Force Infantry officers and soldiers who

are trained in the application of both lethal and ‘non-lethal’ force.

The NZ Army regulates its Regular Force Infantry capability through the sustainment of two
Infantry units. These units are named 1 RNZIR and 2/1 RNZIR, also referred to as 1% Battalion
and 2"9/1st Battalion? respectively. 1° Battalion is based at Linton Military Camp (near
Palmerston North, in the North Island of New Zealand), and 2"4/1% Battalion is based at
Burnham Military Camp (near Christchurch, in the South Island of New Zealand). Both Infantry
units consist of three Rifle Companies and a Support Company. Whilst numbers of personnel
within each Battalion will fluctuate according to recruitment and attrition, the total number
of positions within 1%t and 2"9/1st Battalion (including both officer and soldier roles) is
approximately 475 and 390 respectively (NZDF, 2024). The actual number of Infantry soldiers
and officers enlisted in the NZ Army is generally greater than the number of positions within
the Infantry Battalions as Infantry personnel will also take up roles within the broader Army
context. At the commencement of this research, there were 1130 Regular Force Infantry
soldiers and officers enlisted in the NZ Army. This represented approximately 20 percent of

the NZ Army’s uniformed personnel (NZDF, 2021a).

The Rifle Company of an Infantry Battalion is often the first posting location of a newly
enlisted Infantry Private soldier. It is here, upon successful completion of ab initio® training

and Combat Corps Training, that an Infantry Private will consolidate their learning and

2 2nd/1st Battalion is spoken as ‘second first” Battalion.
3 Ab initio training refers to the initial military training (i.e., recruit training) of newly enlisted personnel.
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understanding of what it means to be a member of the RNZIR. A Private is the lowest ranked
soldier within the RNZIR, and has few responsibilities other than to follow orders and to
undertake the Infantry tasks that they have been assigned (such as firing weapons,
communicating via radio, navigating terrain and applying first aid). Infantry Privates will also
be expected to perform their role as a member of an Infantry ‘section’, which is a small team
of eight to ten soldiers commanded by a Non Commissioned Officer (NCO)* of Corporal rank

(NZ Army, 2021).

Both 1°t Battalion and 2"9/1° Battalion have a number of layers of hierarchy based on unit
structure and rank. Whilst Infantry Privates will generally be employed as a member of an
Infantry section that is commanded by a Lance Corporal or Corporal, three Infantry sections
are embedded within a single Rifle Platoon. A Rifle Platoon is commanded by a Commissioned
Officer (simply referred to as an ‘Officer’)® of Second Lieutenant or Lieutenant rank, who has
an NCO of Sergeant rank working alongside them to provide support and advice. Three Rifle
Platoons make up a Rifle Company, and each Rifle Company is commanded by an Officer of
Major rank who works with a Company Sergeant Major (CSM) — an NCO of Warrant Officer
Class Two (W02) rank. Each Infantry Battalion within the NZ Army is commanded separately
by an Officer of Lieutenant Colonel rank, who is supported by an NCO of Warrant Officer Class
One (WO1) rank. Designated levels of responsibility (for both NCOs and Officers) increase in
direct correlation with progression in rank, as does their sphere of influence over more junior
personnel. Therefore, whilst this thesis focuses primarily on the experiences of Infantry
Private soldiers, it is important to note the influence of NCOs and Officers in shaping the

hierarchical context of the RNZIR.

As well as the professional expectations of their role, the historical context of the Infantry
continues to influence what it means to be a member of the RNZIR (see Chapter 4). New

Zealand Infantry soldiers have a proud history of fighting in conflicts that date back to the

4 NCOs are soldiers who have progressed in rank, through promotion, from Private through to Lance Corporal,
Corporal, Sergeant, Staff Sergeant, Warrant Officer Class Two and Warrant Officer Class One. Promotion is
based on training, time, and performance assessments.

5 Officers enter the NZ Army as Officer Cadets, and are commissioned as Officers upon graduation at Officer
Cadet School (OCS). Due to their commissioned status, officers will hold a position of command over soldiers
from graduation. They will also progress in rank based on training, time and performance, from Second
Lieutenant to Captain, Major, Lieutenant Colonel, Colonel and (potentially) to Brigadier.
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South African War in 1899 (Palenski, 2011). Infantry personnel made up the bulk of New
Zealand’s forces deployed to fight overseas during the First and Second World Wars, and this
trend continued through to the more ‘modern’ wars of Korea and Vietnam (Palenski, 2011).
The RNZIR in its current form descends from New Zealand’s early fighting forces and proudly
displays its predecessors battle honours (Latter, 1992). There is, therefore, an unwritten

expectation that Infantry soldiers live up to the traditions and history of the RNZIR.

Often described as the ‘backbone’ of the NZ Army, the RNZIR more recently ensures the NZ
Army’s flexibility to respond to a broad spectrum of operations. Whilst trained traditionally
for close combat, the NZ Army’s Infantry must also be ready to participate within a range of
non-combat situations. Examples might include peace keeping, civil support operations,
Humanitarian Aid and Disaster Relief (HADR) and capacity building with partnered forces. A
recent example of the latter is the use of RNZIR personnel to train Ukrainian soldiers as part
of the international community’s support for Ukraine’s self-defence (NZDF, 2023). An
example of civil support operations is the deployment of Infantry as part of an NZDF response
to assist flood victims of Cyclone Gabrielle within the North Island of New Zealand during
February 2023. These types of activities exemplify the changing nature of Infantry tasks,

which are no longer confined to seeking out, and engaging with, enemy forces.

The changing demands placed upon Infantry units should necessitate that militaries rethink
the way in which Infantry soldiers are trained. Holmes-Eber (2020), for example, discusses
how traditional ‘Clausewitzean’ notions of war (those characterised by destruction,
bloodshed, and conquest) are inadequate for dealing with the spectrum of operations now
required of modern militaries. Changes to operational or training imperatives are, however,
likely to challenge the historical culture of Infantry units, such as the RNZIR, whose identity
has been founded upon traditional ideals of soldiering and the primacy of the combat role.
Broesder, Op den Buijs, Vogelaar & Euwema (2015) suggest that challenging these also
challenges the identities of soldiers themselves, because the military role is often viewed by
combat soldiers as a “unidimensional bipolar construct” (p. 520). In other words, warrior and
peacekeeper constructs are considered to be mutually exclusive of one another, and as such,
“the more warrior a soldier is, the less peacekeeper and vice versa” (Broesder, et al, 2015,

p.520). Within the NZ Army, despite typically deploying Infantry soldiers for peacekeeping
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roles rather than combat, leadership continues to uphold its warfighting ethos as a primary

measure of success (NZ Army, 2023).

The opening of doors to women also potentially challenges traditional notions of what it
means to be a soldier in the RNZIR. As Chapters 2 and 3 of this thesis will discuss, soldiering
has traditionally and purposefully been equated with men and masculinity. This is certainly
the case within the RNZIR, as, up until the year 2000, women were prohibited from enlisting
as Infantry (or any other trade within the New Zealand Defence Force that was deemed to be
‘combat’). Infantry soldiering within the NZ Army was, therefore, masculine by default. The
inclusion of women as combatants challenges both societal and institutional gender norms.
As MacKenzie suggests, this is largely due to the fact that women as soldiers, “challenges
dominant war mythologies, including the myth that women are naturally peaceful and men

are naturally violent or heroic” (MacKenzie, 2012, p.45).

Despite the potential challenge posed by women’s participation, statistics reveal that the
removal of the combat exclusion policy in 2000 has not had a significant influence on gender
diversity within the RNZIR. In 2023, with eleven female Infantry soldiers enlisted in the RNZIR,
this equates to 1.2% of all Infantry soldiers in the NZ Army (NZDF, 2023). Furthermore, there
is little evidence to suggest that other gendered initiatives, such as NZDF’s ‘Rainbow Tick’®
accreditation, has increased the participation of any gender other than male (indeed, there is
no statistical data available to verify the participation of LGBTQ+ personnel within the RNZIR.)
This situation contributes to tensions within the NZ Army between a stated desire by senior
leadership for gender diversity, and the reality of the statistics of gendered participation

within the RNZIR.

1.3 Gender Integration and the RNZIR

New Zealand was one of the first countries globally to remove the military combat exclusion
policy (MacKenzie & Gunaydin, 2021). In 2005, the year at which “full gender integration’ was

to have been achieved, a review of gender integration within NZ Army’s combat trades was

6 Accreditation is based upon an assessment of NZDF’s policies and practices by the Rainbow Tick
organisation, which has deemed the NZDF to be a safe and inclusive workplace for LGBTQ+ personnel (NZDF,
n.d.).
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undertaken (Hanson & Burns, 2005). This review identified that with just three female
Riflemen’ enlisted in the RNZIR, there was much progress yet to be made before gender
integration could be assumed successful. In 2021, the statistics of women’s participation
within Infantry indicated that gender integration remained a notional concept. This issue was
further amplified by the fact that the average length of service of female Infantry soldiers
was approximately two and a half years, (in comparison to approximately nine years average
length of service for men) (NZDF, 2021a). Additionally (in 2024), no female Infantry soldier
has yet been promoted beyond the rank of Lance Corporal (NZDF, 2024).

It could be argued that there is no ‘gender problem’ to solve within the RNZIR, because the
arduous and physically challenging role of Infantry necessarily requires the ‘right person’ to
meet its exacting requirements. If the right person happens to be (99% of the time) a man,
then this is arguably a necessary consequence of the role itself. Indeed, perceptions of the
biological inferiority of women in comparison to men is one reason that women were
previously excluded from participating as infantry (Chen, 1990). However, existing literature
in this topic area also proposes that the limited participation of women in combat roles is a
consequence of an underpinning masculine culture which resists the participation not only of
women, but of any performance of gender which is not considered ‘masculine enough’
(Whitworth, 2004; MacKenzie & Gunaydin, 2021). Regardless of the reasoning, the NZ Army

acknowledges that the low representation of women poses an issue in two different ways.

Firstly, the low numbers of women participating in combat roles signifies that the NZ Army is
not meeting its self-stated desire to be an employer that practices inclusivity, or which values
gender diversity and gender equality. Claims of gender equality might be made across the
broader NZ Army context, where female representation in non-combat trades reaches
approximately 20% (NZDF, 2023). However, the same cannot be said of combat trades
(including Infantry, Armoured, and Artillery), where female representation sits at less than
three percent (NZDF, 2023). A Ministry of Defence review in 2014 of women’s participation
within the NZDF suggested that the impact of an over-representation of women in support

trades (and conversely, an under-representation in combat trades) not only indicates a barrier

7 ‘Rifleman’ was the trade name previously given to Infantry soldiers, before it was changed to ‘Infantry’.
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to women’s participation within specific parts of the institution — it also means that women
are then, “blocked from entering the top ranks of the organisation” (p.30). This is because
gaining access to senior ranks reportedly depends upon being enlisted as combat (MoD,

2014).

Secondly, the low representation of women in combat trades represents a gap in operational
capability. Since the removal of the combat exclusion policy, the NZ Army has linked gender
diversity to operational enhancement, as a more diverse military force reportedly enables
better operational engagement with local populations (NZ Army, 2023). Given that militaries
are no longer simply required to violently compel an opponent to fulfil their will (Clausewitz,
2010), skills such as cultural competence, communication and conflict resolution become
increasingly important (Estilow, 1996; Holmes-Eber, 2020; Goldewijk & Soeters, 2018; Tuck,
2022; Kronsell & Svedberg, 2011). These types of skills have traditionally been linked with
femininity, rather than masculinity, and as such women are perceived as having greater ability
than men in deploying these skills in operational contexts. As Kronsell & Svedberg (2011)

aw

suggest, ““womanly’ skills and competencies previously thought to damage the military’s
fighting capabilities, are now cherished and regarded as necessary for peace-building tasks”

(p.10).

Across the world, military forces have, therefore, sought to bring more women into their
organisations, either due to a conflation of ‘women’ and ‘feminine traits’ or due to a belief
that an increased presence of women will encourage a broader uptake of feminine traits
across the institution (Pendlebury, 2019; Stevens & Greener, 2017; ; Eichler, 2014; MacKenzie
& Gunaydin, 2021). An increase in the number of women participating as combat soldiers,
would (according to common belief) also increase the capacity to successfully undertake non-
combat tasks (Pham, 2023; Egnell & Alam, 2019; Egnell, 2016). It is this gap in ‘womanly’ skills
which has lead the NZ Army to seek an increase in women’s participation as an operational
enhancement to the predominantly male composition of its combat force (NZ Army, 2017; NZ

Army, 2020; NZ Army, 2023).

Being an inclusive employer and achieving full operational capability are both commendable

justifications for seeking to increase gender diversity within combat trades. However, a key
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element of the gender integration puzzle, that has not yet been fully considered (if indeed it
has been considered at all), is that the low representation of women is indicative of a broader
gender issue that not only impacts women, but which also impacts men. The fact that men
make up approximately 99% of Infantry soldiers has previously indicated that there is no
particular problem related to male participation within the RNZIR. However, this assumption
inhibits an exploration of how gendered expectations of behaviour and performance might
be impacting both men and women. Furthermore, placing the onus of responsibility on
women to be the change that is desired does not address the underpinning barriers which
inhibited gender diversity in the first place. It is suggested, therefore, that issues of gender
diversity might be better understood (and addressed) if gender, and gender integration, were

investigated as concepts that include the experiences of both men and women.

1.4 A Qualitative Study of Gender in the RNZIR

Despite statistical indicators of gendered participation, no qualitative research or quantitative
research had previously been conducted to understand the gendered experiences of either
men or women within the RNZIR. Furthermore, whilst studies internationally have explored
the gendered experience of men in combat roles (Wadham, 2013; Hockey, 2014; Woodward,
2000), or the gender integration experiences of women in the military (Heinecken, 2017;
MacKenzie, 2015; Cohn, 2000; Carreiras, 2008; Kronsell, 2006; Sion, 2008), few have explored
the experiences of both men and women working together within a combat-focused ‘gender-
integrated’ unit. This thesis seeks to address these gaps by undertaking a qualitative study

which begins with the research question:

e What factors inhibit or enable success within the Infantry trade of the New
Zealand Army?

Clearly this question does not focus specifically on gendered experience. Instead it provides
the possibility to engage with, and explore, the participants overall experience of being
Infantry. However, the two subsidiary questions guide a deeper exploration of the gendered
elements of the research context and data to be collected. They also enable an examination

of how those factors that either enable or inhibit success (regardless of whether they are
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gendered or not) might be influenced. These sub-questions are:

= Are any of the factors gendered?

= Which of the factors are most open to influence?

The purpose of taking a slightly ‘less gendered’ approach towards researching gender will be
explained within Chapter 5 (the methodology chapter). The findings chapters (Chapters 6 to
8) will also reveal that taking this approach has not detracted from examining the gendered

nature of being Infantry.

To answer the research questions, | engaged with two cohorts of participants from the RNZIR.
The first was a cohort of senior personnel (both Non Commissioned Officers and
Commissioned Officers), who held positions of command, leadership and management as
Infantry. Engaging with this cohort allowed an exploration of their own experiences as
Infantry, and also a discussion of their perspectives on, and/or experiences of, gender
integration in the RNZIR. The second cohort of participants consisted of junior soldiers who
had recently enlisted in the RNZIR. | initially engaged with the junior soldiers during ab initio
training, which allowed an exploration of their expectations and understandings of what it
might be like to be Infantry. | then re-engaged with this cohort approximately twelve months
later, once they had been posted to either 1t Battalion or 2"¢/15t Battalion (on completion of
Combat Corps Training). It was during this second engagement that | was able to explore the

junior soldiers’ lived reality of being Infantry as compared to their imaginings.

My aim throughout the research process was to ‘make sense’ of the participants’ lived
experience of being Infantry in the New Zealand Army. It is the human experience of being
Infantry which underpins and contextualises the statistical data, and generating knowledge
of human experience is a valid means of understanding both the extent and causes of social
issues (Sarantakos, 2013; Flick, 2018). My research also sought to make sense of the way in
which gender may shape the participant experiences and their perceptions of their lived
reality. In order to do this, my research is framed by a social constructionist perspective
(which will be elaborated on in chapter 5). Social constructionists contend that reality is not
a fixed or pre-determined state; instead, it is produced socially through shared habits, human

interactions and perceptions (Couper, 2015; Flick, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Social

15| Page



constructionism is an important concept for understanding gender (see Chapter 2), and also

a key concept for understanding the ‘making’ of Infantry soldiers.

It is also important to note that this thesis still uses binary understandings of gender. In other
words, it explores the experiences of men and women, rather than exploring the experiences
of people who identify with other gender categories, such as transgender or gender fluid. The
decision to constrain this research to binary categories was twofold. Firstly, these are the
categories of gender with which Infantry (and indeed, NZ Army) personnel are most familiar
and comfortable discussing. It was considered important, therefore, to use the categories of
gender that would maximise participant engagement with the research study. Secondly, as
alluded to earlier in this chapter, although this binary conceptualisation is under pressure,
there is no data available to suggest that there are any soldiers employed within the RNZIR

who openly identify as a gender category other than male or female.

Due to the qualitative nature of this research it was also important to acknowledge, from the
outset, my position as an ‘insider’ researcher to the NZ Army. This is a position that had the
potential to impact (both positively and negatively) on the research process, and as such
necessitated a high degree of reflexivity. The concept of reflexivity necessitates a critical self-
awareness of how one’s previous lived experiences might influence perceptions and/or
understandings of the research and the research data (Hesse-Bibber & Piatelli, 2014; Ackerly,
2008; Mann, 2018). The concept of reflexivity will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 5
(Methodology), however given the importance of my own position within this research the
following section provides a detailed account of my experiences within the NZ Army, and

explains what being a military ‘insider’ meant for me as a researcher.

1.5 Research as an ‘Insider’ to the NZ Army

My journey as a member of the NZ Army began in 1996 when | was encouraged by my parents
to apply for an Officer Selection Board (OSB). | had very little understanding at the time of
what being an Officer in the NZ Army meant, or even what an Officer in the NZ Army did.
However, after completing a Bachelor of Arts (with majors in English and French) at Massey

University, | liked the idea of a career that would provide more interesting opportunities than

16 |Page



those which my academic degree were likely to afford. | also enjoyed being outdoors (albeit
mostly horse riding), and considered that an ‘outdoors’ job with the career opportunities that
the NZ Army offered would be a good suit for me. Somewhat naively, therefore, | attended
an OSB in May 1996 and upon selection began my training as an Officer Cadet at Officer Cadet
School (OCS) in January 1997.

1.5.1 Being an NZ Army Officer

Being an Officer Cadet in the NZ Army is the officer equivalent to being a recruit as a soldier.
However, instead of training for four months to become a soldier, officer training is completed
over a 12 month period. It specifically focuses on developing the knowledge and skills
required to be a platoon commander, which is typ