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‘Be Feminine, Be a Soldier’:
Gendered Dynamics of Military Service in Second World War Britain

Toshiko HAYASHIDA

This study examines the gendered dynamics of military service by analysing the roles and
representations of women assigned to support duties in Britain during the Second World War. Although
women were legally granted military status in 1941, their responsibilities remained confined to non-
combatant tasks such as clerical work, transport, and communications. Recruitment campaigns cultivated the
image of the ‘feminine soldier’, presenting military service as an extension of domestic roles through posters
and advertisements in women's magazines. The Auxiliary Territorial Service, in particular, targeted ‘ordinary’
young women, promoting the continued preservation of the masculine identity within the armed forces.
Drawing on recruitment posters, official policy documents, and testimonies from male soldiers collected
by Mass Observation, a social research project established in 1937, this study demonstrates how women'’s
mobilisation into the military was mediated by the imperative to maintain femininity. Despite their formal
status as soldiers, women were consistently framed as auxiliaries, reinforcing wartime gender hierarchies
rather than challenging them. Their participation was not only functional —intended to free men for frontline
service—but also symbolic, preserving the gendered boundaries of military identity. This analysis highlights
the paradox of gender integration in wartime: women were permitted to serve only to the extent that they
remained recognisably feminine. Their mobilisation was not merely a logistical response but a political and
cultural process that simultaneously restructured and reinforced gender norms within the military institution.
Moreover, the presence of female soldiers ultimately contributed to the consolidation of homosocial male

solidarity within the ranks.
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