Thoroughly Modern Minerva:  

Teaching Ancient History to Today's Women Warriors

Socrates – Therefore if we use women for the same purposes as men, we must teach them the same things.

Glaucon – Yes.

Socrates – They must be educated in music and gymnastics.

Glaucon – Yes.

Socrates – And in addition to those two skills, they must be educated in the art of war, and how to practice it.

Glaucon – That follows from what you are saying.
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The last decade has seen American women serving in combat on a routine basis for the first time in our nation’s history. It has been my distinct pleasure to teach military history, at both the undergraduate and graduate level, to some of these warriors in my classroom at several military universities. In answer to a request from a female student that I address in more detail the issue of women leaders and warriors in ancient history, I added material on ancient women warriors to core and elective courses, based primarily on ancient sources. The topic was immensely popular and surprised the male-dominated military culture of these institutions by diffusing the stereotype that women in the past, beyond Helen, were never a factor in military history. This teaching generated numerous individual research paper topics by both men and women, ranging from great women leaders of the past to a discussion of the practice of Spartan eugenics.  


My presentation for the 2011 CAMWS meeting would discuss my experiences, examine some of my more successful and unsuccessful course topics in detail, and touch on the merits and hazards of teaching modern students, few of whom are specialists in the classics, about their ancient legacy. The scope of this paper is tailored to focusing on ancient commanders and leaders, partly due to the time constraints of a conference panel, but also due to the availability of sources and the impact such subjects had on my students. In a broader context, this presentation will also examine the pedagogical aspects of synthesizing the fields of women’s history, ancient history and military history, being respectful of each field’s perspectives and priorities. In the end, I hope to share my experience of teaching America’s women warriors about historical examples of strong, powerful women from the distant past.

