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 VER 130 women have died in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and yet they 
were not in combat. This paradox - women fight in wars but are not assigned to 
fighting in wars due to the Pentagon’s exclusionary policy - is at the center of a 
long-simmering debate that has avoided much of the Lady Gaga-ness 

surrounding repeal of the military’s ban on homosexuals. But if 2011 was the year of 
ending the “don’t ask, don’t tell’’ prohibition, 2012 begins with hints about a significant 
policy transformation regarding women in combat. 

Ladies, get your guns. And grenades. And possibly your gut-slitting knives. 
Military bureaucracy can be slow, and conservative, and even unwieldy, but it can’t 
defend the paradox too much longer.  

To understand how women can fight, but still not be in combat, is all about 
definition. For decades, the Pentagon has been opening up roles for women to serve on 
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politics. Recent history shows that when the
Catholic Church goes after Catholic poli-
ticians, it can be a real problem for them.

In 2004, many bishops made an issue out
of John Kerry’s abortion rights support by
threatening to deny communion to the Catho-
lic Democratic presidential nominee. On
election day, George W. Bush, a Republican
who opposed abortion rights, won the Catho-
lic vote. Kerry was unprepared for the attacks
and remained silent about his faith, a stance
he now regrets. In a speech he gave at Pepper-
dine University in 2006, he said, ‘‘Despite this
New Englander’s past reticence of talking
publicly about my faith, I learned that if I

didn’t fill in the picture
myself, others would draw
the caricature for me.’’

After Obama picked Joe
Biden, a Catholic, as his
running mate in 2008, the
US Conference of Catholic
Bishops criticized Biden for
pro-abortion comments.
But their targeting of Biden
was not enough to derail the
Democratic ticket. Obama
ultimately won the Catholic
vote over John McCain by a
54 to 45 percent margin, in

large measure because voters were more
focused on the country’s post-Labor Day
economic meltdown. Recent polls, however,
show Obama’s support from Catholics is slip-
ping. If the issue of health insurance coverage
for contraception becomes a major rallying
cry, it could evolve into a real problem for
Obama. Republican Mitt Romney, the front-
runner who is now running as an anti-abor-
tion candidate after previously expressing
support for Roe v. Wade, is already showing
signs of strength with Catholic voters.

On the larger health care reform issue, this
president has the moral high ground, if only
he would take it. A church that is supposedly
dedicated to feeding the hungry and clothing
the naked wouldn’t want to leave it to insur-
ance companies and free markets to decide
who gets to see a doctor and who gets care —
would it?

Obama isn’t trying to regulate religion or
undermine Catholicism. He’s telling Catholic
leaders they can’t regulate the beliefs of those
of other faiths. That’s fitting in a country that
treasures religious freedom, but also values
separation of church and state.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter@_Joan Vennochi.

L
AST SUNDAY, the Catholic Church
declared war on President Obama.
Republican Senator Marco Rubio of
Florida quickly took up the cause,

signaling the outlines of a serious religious
rumble to come in 2012.

The president should be ready for the
fight, knowing that on this one he is right.

At Sunday Mass, Catholic parishioners
across the country were read letters denounc-
ing the Obama administration’s recent deci-
sion to require religiously affiliated hospitals,
colleges, and charities to offer health insur-
ance coverage to employees for contraception
and the ‘‘morning-after pill.’’ On Monday,
Rubio, a Republican star
who is often mentioned as
a VP candidate, introduced
a bill that would override
the Obama policy by allow-
ing religious institutions
that morally oppose con-
traception to refuse to
cover it.

But not all employees of
Catholic institutions are
Catholics. Why should
their employers impose
their religious beliefs on
them and deny coverage
for birth control and other medical care? As
long as those Catholic institutions are getting
taxpayer money, they should follow secular
rules. That’s the Obama administration’s
argument, and it makes sense.

But if truth is a casualty of war, reason is
an even more specific casualty of culture war.
Obama can’t let the other side frame the
argument, which it is already doing in typi-
cally ferocious fashion.

I happened to be attending Mass on Long
Island, N.Y., when the priest took to the pulpit
to read from an address Pope Benedict XVI
gave last month to US bishops, in which the
pope decried ‘‘radical secularism.’’ Benedict
did not specifically mention Obama’s name,
but the priest informed parishioners the pope
was referring to the president. He also said
Obama’s policy represented ‘‘totalitarianism’’
and an attack on religious freedom and the
Catholic Church. The priest went on to quote
from a recent opinion piece written by Bishop
David A. Zubik of Philadelphia, who argued
that the Obama administration ‘‘has just told
the Catholics of the United States, ‘to hell with
you!’ ’’

Now the bishops are basically saying to
hell with Obama, and the GOP is seizing the
opportunity to join forces with a constituency
that can play an important role in presidential
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and several of his colleagues had dealt with
the financial crises in Mexico and Asian dur-
ing the 1990s and believed they knew how
best to stop this one. Along with fiscal stimu-
lus and looser monetary policy, they consid-
ered it imperative to recapitalize the banking
sector and get it lending again.

Traditionally, after a financial crisis, the
government has furnished that money — lots
of it. Research by the Cleveland Fed puts the
typical cost of such a bailout at 5 to 10 percent

of GDP, which would have left US
taxpayers on the hook for as much
as $1.5 trillion. Obama’s plan (real-
ly, Geithner’s) was to persuade
private investors to come up with
that money. The ‘‘stress tests’’ ap-
plied to the largest banks were
meant to demonstrate that the
banks weren’t about to fail.

From a taxpayer standpoint, the
strategy paid off. Investors provided
the overwhelming bulk of the need-

ed capital. The catch was that in order to
attract them, Obama couldn’t actively in-
terfere with the banks by, for instance, firing
CEOs or revoking bonuses, for fear of fright-
ening away the very investors his plan relied
on. Pursuing that plan entailed taking an
enormous political risk, because it meant that
the White House would have to ignore the
clamor to punish the malefactors. But as
Geithner likes to put it, ‘‘In a crisis, you have
to choose: Are you going to solve the problem,
or are you going to teach people a lesson?
They’re in direct conflict.’’

Two years later, the economy is growing
again, albeit slowly and fitfully. In an election
campaign supposed to be a referendum on
Barack Obama’s first term, it would be useful
to debate the efficacy of his actions to stop the
crisis and heal the economy. But that’s not the
debate that’s taking place out on the trail, at
least not in any rational sense. Calling the
president a socialist may, regrettably, yield
some benefit in the GOP primary. But it’s
impossible to claim that Obama is both a
socialist and also a pawn of Wall Street — and
by opting for the former, Republicans have
probably chosen the weaker line of attack.

Joshua Green is a national correspondent at
Bloomberg Businessweek. Follow him on
Twitter @JoshuaGreen.

F
OR ALL their bickering, the Repub-
lican presidential candidates don’t
have much trouble agreeing that
President Obama has been terrible for

the economy. Newt Gingrich says he’s ‘‘a
left-wing radical’’ bent on fostering ‘‘social-
ism.’’ Rick Santorum has charged him with
‘‘heavy government control that refuses to
liberate the private sector.’’

Even the normally placid Mitt Romney has
been known to erupt in fits of violent fantasy
when his thoughts turn to the presi-
dent’s stewardship. ‘‘I am someone
who believes in free enterprise,’’
Romney declared at the CNN de-
bate in South Carolina recently. ‘‘I
think Adam Smith was right, and
we’re going to get hit hard by Ba-
rack Obama, but we’re going to stuff
it down his throat that it is capital-
ism and freedom that makes us
strong.’’

Driven by this sort of rhetoric, a
conviction has taken hold among many con-
servatives that the president is actively hostile
to the very idea of a market-based economy.
That’s a much different charge than the one
Obama seemed likely to face just a few
months ago — not that he was too hostile to
capitalism, but that he was too accommodat-
ing of it. Obama’s indulgence toward the big
Wall Street banks after the financial crisis
once appeared to be his greatest vulnerability.
Some Democrats in Congress can even pin-
point the date on which they believe the
American public turned against them and the
president, driven by disgust over Wall Street’s
unchecked excesses. It was March 15, 2009,
when the news broke that executives at AIG
would receive millions of dollars in bonuses.

For Obama, the danger of this latter, now
mostly forgotten, line of attack is that unlike
the current one, it is true: He took a hands-off
approach to the banks as part of a larger
strategy to stem the crisis, a choice that he has
never been very good at explaining, and thus
has the potential to hurt him. His administra-
tion’s strategy depended on private markets,
rather than on the government, and entailed
propping up the same banks that had
wrought the damage.

When the administration came into office,
the economy was shrinking at frightening
speed. Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner
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O
VER 130 women have died in the wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq, and yet they were not
in combat. This paradox — women fight in
wars but are not assigned to fighting in wars

due to the Pentagon’s exclusionary policy — is at the
center of a long-simmering debate that has avoided
much of the Lady Gaga-ness surrounding repeal of
the military’s ban on homosexuals. But if 2011 was
the year of ending the ‘‘don’t ask, don’t tell’’ prohibi-
tion, 2012 begins with hints about a significant policy
transformation regarding women in combat.

Ladies, get your guns. And grenades. And possibly
your gut-slitting knives. Military bureaucracy can be
slow, and conservative, and even unwieldy, but it can’t
defend the paradox too much longer.

To understand how women can fight, but still not
be in combat, is all about definition. For decades, the
Pentagon has been opening up roles for women to
serve on combat aircraft, ships, and, as of 2010, even
submarines. But, the prohibition
against ‘‘direct ground combat,’’
known as DGC, has never
changed.

Pentagon policy uses phrases
like ‘‘collocation’’ and ‘‘primary
mission’’ to help explain the
present panoply of rules govern-
ing women. It can be confusing to
most civilians. More women are
being brought closer to the combat line, without
violating the DGC rule. The Marine Corps has created,
for example, Female Engagement Teams to be as-
signed with, but not to, combat Marine Expeditionary
Units because of a growing recognition that in many
countries, male Marines ought not to engage civilian
women. So, women are there with the very forces that
are waging combat; they are in combat, but not ‘‘in
combat.’’ Get it?

Neither, often, does the military. Defense Depart-
ment definitions prohibit women who are placed
‘‘well forward on the battlefield’’; Army policy omits
that phrase and instead adds that women will not be
assigned to any forces that are ‘‘repelling the enemy.’’

Even forgiving the paternalism in all these rules,
none of these definitions makes much sense when
applied to modern warfare. As the Service Women’s
Action Network, an organization committed to re-
pealing the ban, notes: ‘‘Iraq and Afghanistan ex-
emplify asymmetric battlegrounds, where the poten-
tial for engagement in direct ground combat is ever
present.’’

As the Pentagon faces the harsh realities of budget
cuts and war, it is reviewing the utilization of all the
skills of all its troops. Earlier in 2011, the Military
Leadership Diversity Commission recommended
ending the ban, noting that the rule creates a struc-
tural barrier that prohibits women from tactical field

experience, which is the traditional route to becoming
a flag or general officer. Only 24 of the Army’s 403
general officers (6 percent) are female, for example,
though women represent roughly 15 percent of the
force.

In response, Congress demanded that the service
secretaries review all policies regarding female mem-
bers. That report was due on April 15, 2011. The
Pentagon asked for an extension through October. It
missed that deadline, too.

The delay is not unusual, but reflects the magni-
tude of the potential change ahead. Publicly, senior
military and civilian leaders are expressing frustra-
tion with a policy that adheres to notions of physical
aptitude or troop cohesion that were used to exclude
African-Americans and gays in the past.

New Army Chief of Staff General Ray Odierno has
said that initial Pentagon attempts to clarify the policy
do not represent the ‘‘things that our women are

doing in combat.’’ According to
sources, first drafts held firm to the
exclusionary policy, but that was
before Oriderno had been elevated
to his role.

Last week, departing Army Vice
Chief of Staff General Peter Chiarel-
li focused on the anachronism of
the combat exclusion in an in-
terview with the Washington Post.

Chiarelli clearly wanted his final public statements in
uniform to be remembered. Simply put: in a ‘‘nonlin-
ear battlefield there are no safe jobs.’’

Army leadership is important here because the
Army is the largest combat force. The internal debate
at the Pentagon is about finding a unified approach
without alienating too many of the troops. And it is
being done in the midst of growing concerns about
sexual assaults against female soldiers.

Unlike with the ban on the homosexuals, the fe-
male combat exclusion is not a statutory prohibition;
Defense Secretary Leon Panetta can change policy on
his own. The Marines are said to be reluctant to
change the policy, just as they were with ‘‘don’t ask,
don’t tell.’’

The Pentagon is in its own internal war as it strug-
gles to make its policy reflect the reality of warfare.
The integration of African-Americans into the mil-
itary is not too grand of an analogy for the challenges
that the Pentagon will have to overcome. After that
transformation, the military survived and became a
model vehicle for blacks to break their proverbial
glass ceiling.

The lives of over 130 women suggest that theirs is
broken already.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @juliettekayyem.
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Army Specialist Theresa Lynn Flannery runs for cover as the base comes under attack outside Kufa,
Iraq, near Najaf, in this 2004 photo. Along with a Bronze Star with a ‘‘V’’ for valor recommendation,
Flannery, from Kentucky, also received a Purple Heart for an injury she received while under fire
during a battle at Najaf.
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of John Kerry’s abortion rights support by
threatening to deny communion to the Catho-
lic Democratic presidential nominee. On
election day, George W. Bush, a Republican
who opposed abortion rights, won the Catho-
lic vote. Kerry was unprepared for the attacks
and remained silent about his faith, a stance
he now regrets. In a speech he gave at Pepper-
dine University in 2006, he said, ‘‘Despite this
New Englander’s past reticence of talking
publicly about my faith, I learned that if I

didn’t fill in the picture
myself, others would draw
the caricature for me.’’

After Obama picked Joe
Biden, a Catholic, as his
running mate in 2008, the
US Conference of Catholic
Bishops criticized Biden for
pro-abortion comments.
But their targeting of Biden
was not enough to derail the
Democratic ticket. Obama
ultimately won the Catholic
vote over John McCain by a
54 to 45 percent margin, in

large measure because voters were more
focused on the country’s post-Labor Day
economic meltdown. Recent polls, however,
show Obama’s support from Catholics is slip-
ping. If the issue of health insurance coverage
for contraception becomes a major rallying
cry, it could evolve into a real problem for
Obama. Republican Mitt Romney, the front-
runner who is now running as an anti-abor-
tion candidate after previously expressing
support for Roe v. Wade, is already showing
signs of strength with Catholic voters.

On the larger health care reform issue, this
president has the moral high ground, if only
he would take it. A church that is supposedly
dedicated to feeding the hungry and clothing
the naked wouldn’t want to leave it to insur-
ance companies and free markets to decide
who gets to see a doctor and who gets care —
would it?

Obama isn’t trying to regulate religion or
undermine Catholicism. He’s telling Catholic
leaders they can’t regulate the beliefs of those
of other faiths. That’s fitting in a country that
treasures religious freedom, but also values
separation of church and state.
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was referring to the president. He also said
Obama’s policy represented ‘‘totalitarianism’’
and an attack on religious freedom and the
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from a recent opinion piece written by Bishop
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that the Obama administration ‘‘has just told
the Catholics of the United States, ‘to hell with
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and several of his colleagues had dealt with
the financial crises in Mexico and Asian dur-
ing the 1990s and believed they knew how
best to stop this one. Along with fiscal stimu-
lus and looser monetary policy, they consid-
ered it imperative to recapitalize the banking
sector and get it lending again.

Traditionally, after a financial crisis, the
government has furnished that money — lots
of it. Research by the Cleveland Fed puts the
typical cost of such a bailout at 5 to 10 percent

of GDP, which would have left US
taxpayers on the hook for as much
as $1.5 trillion. Obama’s plan (real-
ly, Geithner’s) was to persuade
private investors to come up with
that money. The ‘‘stress tests’’ ap-
plied to the largest banks were
meant to demonstrate that the
banks weren’t about to fail.

From a taxpayer standpoint, the
strategy paid off. Investors provided
the overwhelming bulk of the need-

ed capital. The catch was that in order to
attract them, Obama couldn’t actively in-
terfere with the banks by, for instance, firing
CEOs or revoking bonuses, for fear of fright-
ening away the very investors his plan relied
on. Pursuing that plan entailed taking an
enormous political risk, because it meant that
the White House would have to ignore the
clamor to punish the malefactors. But as
Geithner likes to put it, ‘‘In a crisis, you have
to choose: Are you going to solve the problem,
or are you going to teach people a lesson?
They’re in direct conflict.’’

Two years later, the economy is growing
again, albeit slowly and fitfully. In an election
campaign supposed to be a referendum on
Barack Obama’s first term, it would be useful
to debate the efficacy of his actions to stop the
crisis and heal the economy. But that’s not the
debate that’s taking place out on the trail, at
least not in any rational sense. Calling the
president a socialist may, regrettably, yield
some benefit in the GOP primary. But it’s
impossible to claim that Obama is both a
socialist and also a pawn of Wall Street — and
by opting for the former, Republicans have
probably chosen the weaker line of attack.

Joshua Green is a national correspondent at
Bloomberg Businessweek. Follow him on
Twitter @JoshuaGreen.
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been known to erupt in fits of violent fantasy
when his thoughts turn to the presi-
dent’s stewardship. ‘‘I am someone
who believes in free enterprise,’’
Romney declared at the CNN de-
bate in South Carolina recently. ‘‘I
think Adam Smith was right, and
we’re going to get hit hard by Ba-
rack Obama, but we’re going to stuff
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ism and freedom that makes us
strong.’’

Driven by this sort of rhetoric, a
conviction has taken hold among many con-
servatives that the president is actively hostile
to the very idea of a market-based economy.
That’s a much different charge than the one
Obama seemed likely to face just a few
months ago — not that he was too hostile to
capitalism, but that he was too accommodat-
ing of it. Obama’s indulgence toward the big
Wall Street banks after the financial crisis
once appeared to be his greatest vulnerability.
Some Democrats in Congress can even pin-
point the date on which they believe the
American public turned against them and the
president, driven by disgust over Wall Street’s
unchecked excesses. It was March 15, 2009,
when the news broke that executives at AIG
would receive millions of dollars in bonuses.

For Obama, the danger of this latter, now
mostly forgotten, line of attack is that unlike
the current one, it is true: He took a hands-off
approach to the banks as part of a larger
strategy to stem the crisis, a choice that he has
never been very good at explaining, and thus
has the potential to hurt him. His administra-
tion’s strategy depended on private markets,
rather than on the government, and entailed
propping up the same banks that had
wrought the damage.

When the administration came into office,
the economy was shrinking at frightening
speed. Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner
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To understand how women can fight, but still not
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serve on combat aircraft, ships, and, as of 2010, even
submarines. But, the prohibition
against ‘‘direct ground combat,’’
known as DGC, has never
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ment definitions prohibit women who are placed
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aptitude or troop cohesion that were used to exclude
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before Oriderno had been elevated
to his role.

Last week, departing Army Vice
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li focused on the anachronism of
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terview with the Washington Post.

Chiarelli clearly wanted his final public statements in
uniform to be remembered. Simply put: in a ‘‘nonlin-
ear battlefield there are no safe jobs.’’
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at the Pentagon is about finding a unified approach
without alienating too many of the troops. And it is
being done in the midst of growing concerns about
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male combat exclusion is not a statutory prohibition;
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politics. Recent history shows that when the
Catholic Church goes after Catholic poli-
ticians, it can be a real problem for them.

In 2004, many bishops made an issue out
of John Kerry’s abortion rights support by
threatening to deny communion to the Catho-
lic Democratic presidential nominee. On
election day, George W. Bush, a Republican
who opposed abortion rights, won the Catho-
lic vote. Kerry was unprepared for the attacks
and remained silent about his faith, a stance
he now regrets. In a speech he gave at Pepper-
dine University in 2006, he said, ‘‘Despite this
New Englander’s past reticence of talking
publicly about my faith, I learned that if I

didn’t fill in the picture
myself, others would draw
the caricature for me.’’

After Obama picked Joe
Biden, a Catholic, as his
running mate in 2008, the
US Conference of Catholic
Bishops criticized Biden for
pro-abortion comments.
But their targeting of Biden
was not enough to derail the
Democratic ticket. Obama
ultimately won the Catholic
vote over John McCain by a
54 to 45 percent margin, in

large measure because voters were more
focused on the country’s post-Labor Day
economic meltdown. Recent polls, however,
show Obama’s support from Catholics is slip-
ping. If the issue of health insurance coverage
for contraception becomes a major rallying
cry, it could evolve into a real problem for
Obama. Republican Mitt Romney, the front-
runner who is now running as an anti-abor-
tion candidate after previously expressing
support for Roe v. Wade, is already showing
signs of strength with Catholic voters.

On the larger health care reform issue, this
president has the moral high ground, if only
he would take it. A church that is supposedly
dedicated to feeding the hungry and clothing
the naked wouldn’t want to leave it to insur-
ance companies and free markets to decide
who gets to see a doctor and who gets care —
would it?

Obama isn’t trying to regulate religion or
undermine Catholicism. He’s telling Catholic
leaders they can’t regulate the beliefs of those
of other faiths. That’s fitting in a country that
treasures religious freedom, but also values
separation of church and state.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter@_Joan Vennochi.

L
AST SUNDAY, the Catholic Church
declared war on President Obama.
Republican Senator Marco Rubio of
Florida quickly took up the cause,

signaling the outlines of a serious religious
rumble to come in 2012.

The president should be ready for the
fight, knowing that on this one he is right.

At Sunday Mass, Catholic parishioners
across the country were read letters denounc-
ing the Obama administration’s recent deci-
sion to require religiously affiliated hospitals,
colleges, and charities to offer health insur-
ance coverage to employees for contraception
and the ‘‘morning-after pill.’’ On Monday,
Rubio, a Republican star
who is often mentioned as
a VP candidate, introduced
a bill that would override
the Obama policy by allow-
ing religious institutions
that morally oppose con-
traception to refuse to
cover it.

But not all employees of
Catholic institutions are
Catholics. Why should
their employers impose
their religious beliefs on
them and deny coverage
for birth control and other medical care? As
long as those Catholic institutions are getting
taxpayer money, they should follow secular
rules. That’s the Obama administration’s
argument, and it makes sense.

But if truth is a casualty of war, reason is
an even more specific casualty of culture war.
Obama can’t let the other side frame the
argument, which it is already doing in typi-
cally ferocious fashion.

I happened to be attending Mass on Long
Island, N.Y., when the priest took to the pulpit
to read from an address Pope Benedict XVI
gave last month to US bishops, in which the
pope decried ‘‘radical secularism.’’ Benedict
did not specifically mention Obama’s name,
but the priest informed parishioners the pope
was referring to the president. He also said
Obama’s policy represented ‘‘totalitarianism’’
and an attack on religious freedom and the
Catholic Church. The priest went on to quote
from a recent opinion piece written by Bishop
David A. Zubik of Philadelphia, who argued
that the Obama administration ‘‘has just told
the Catholics of the United States, ‘to hell with
you!’ ’’

Now the bishops are basically saying to
hell with Obama, and the GOP is seizing the
opportunity to join forces with a constituency
that can play an important role in presidential
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and several of his colleagues had dealt with
the financial crises in Mexico and Asian dur-
ing the 1990s and believed they knew how
best to stop this one. Along with fiscal stimu-
lus and looser monetary policy, they consid-
ered it imperative to recapitalize the banking
sector and get it lending again.

Traditionally, after a financial crisis, the
government has furnished that money — lots
of it. Research by the Cleveland Fed puts the
typical cost of such a bailout at 5 to 10 percent

of GDP, which would have left US
taxpayers on the hook for as much
as $1.5 trillion. Obama’s plan (real-
ly, Geithner’s) was to persuade
private investors to come up with
that money. The ‘‘stress tests’’ ap-
plied to the largest banks were
meant to demonstrate that the
banks weren’t about to fail.

From a taxpayer standpoint, the
strategy paid off. Investors provided
the overwhelming bulk of the need-

ed capital. The catch was that in order to
attract them, Obama couldn’t actively in-
terfere with the banks by, for instance, firing
CEOs or revoking bonuses, for fear of fright-
ening away the very investors his plan relied
on. Pursuing that plan entailed taking an
enormous political risk, because it meant that
the White House would have to ignore the
clamor to punish the malefactors. But as
Geithner likes to put it, ‘‘In a crisis, you have
to choose: Are you going to solve the problem,
or are you going to teach people a lesson?
They’re in direct conflict.’’

Two years later, the economy is growing
again, albeit slowly and fitfully. In an election
campaign supposed to be a referendum on
Barack Obama’s first term, it would be useful
to debate the efficacy of his actions to stop the
crisis and heal the economy. But that’s not the
debate that’s taking place out on the trail, at
least not in any rational sense. Calling the
president a socialist may, regrettably, yield
some benefit in the GOP primary. But it’s
impossible to claim that Obama is both a
socialist and also a pawn of Wall Street — and
by opting for the former, Republicans have
probably chosen the weaker line of attack.

Joshua Green is a national correspondent at
Bloomberg Businessweek. Follow him on
Twitter @JoshuaGreen.

F
OR ALL their bickering, the Repub-
lican presidential candidates don’t
have much trouble agreeing that
President Obama has been terrible for

the economy. Newt Gingrich says he’s ‘‘a
left-wing radical’’ bent on fostering ‘‘social-
ism.’’ Rick Santorum has charged him with
‘‘heavy government control that refuses to
liberate the private sector.’’

Even the normally placid Mitt Romney has
been known to erupt in fits of violent fantasy
when his thoughts turn to the presi-
dent’s stewardship. ‘‘I am someone
who believes in free enterprise,’’
Romney declared at the CNN de-
bate in South Carolina recently. ‘‘I
think Adam Smith was right, and
we’re going to get hit hard by Ba-
rack Obama, but we’re going to stuff
it down his throat that it is capital-
ism and freedom that makes us
strong.’’

Driven by this sort of rhetoric, a
conviction has taken hold among many con-
servatives that the president is actively hostile
to the very idea of a market-based economy.
That’s a much different charge than the one
Obama seemed likely to face just a few
months ago — not that he was too hostile to
capitalism, but that he was too accommodat-
ing of it. Obama’s indulgence toward the big
Wall Street banks after the financial crisis
once appeared to be his greatest vulnerability.
Some Democrats in Congress can even pin-
point the date on which they believe the
American public turned against them and the
president, driven by disgust over Wall Street’s
unchecked excesses. It was March 15, 2009,
when the news broke that executives at AIG
would receive millions of dollars in bonuses.

For Obama, the danger of this latter, now
mostly forgotten, line of attack is that unlike
the current one, it is true: He took a hands-off
approach to the banks as part of a larger
strategy to stem the crisis, a choice that he has
never been very good at explaining, and thus
has the potential to hurt him. His administra-
tion’s strategy depended on private markets,
rather than on the government, and entailed
propping up the same banks that had
wrought the damage.

When the administration came into office,
the economy was shrinking at frightening
speed. Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner
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O
VER 130 women have died in the wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq, and yet they were not
in combat. This paradox — women fight in
wars but are not assigned to fighting in wars

due to the Pentagon’s exclusionary policy — is at the
center of a long-simmering debate that has avoided
much of the Lady Gaga-ness surrounding repeal of
the military’s ban on homosexuals. But if 2011 was
the year of ending the ‘‘don’t ask, don’t tell’’ prohibi-
tion, 2012 begins with hints about a significant policy
transformation regarding women in combat.

Ladies, get your guns. And grenades. And possibly
your gut-slitting knives. Military bureaucracy can be
slow, and conservative, and even unwieldy, but it can’t
defend the paradox too much longer.

To understand how women can fight, but still not
be in combat, is all about definition. For decades, the
Pentagon has been opening up roles for women to
serve on combat aircraft, ships, and, as of 2010, even
submarines. But, the prohibition
against ‘‘direct ground combat,’’
known as DGC, has never
changed.

Pentagon policy uses phrases
like ‘‘collocation’’ and ‘‘primary
mission’’ to help explain the
present panoply of rules govern-
ing women. It can be confusing to
most civilians. More women are
being brought closer to the combat line, without
violating the DGC rule. The Marine Corps has created,
for example, Female Engagement Teams to be as-
signed with, but not to, combat Marine Expeditionary
Units because of a growing recognition that in many
countries, male Marines ought not to engage civilian
women. So, women are there with the very forces that
are waging combat; they are in combat, but not ‘‘in
combat.’’ Get it?

Neither, often, does the military. Defense Depart-
ment definitions prohibit women who are placed
‘‘well forward on the battlefield’’; Army policy omits
that phrase and instead adds that women will not be
assigned to any forces that are ‘‘repelling the enemy.’’

Even forgiving the paternalism in all these rules,
none of these definitions makes much sense when
applied to modern warfare. As the Service Women’s
Action Network, an organization committed to re-
pealing the ban, notes: ‘‘Iraq and Afghanistan ex-
emplify asymmetric battlegrounds, where the poten-
tial for engagement in direct ground combat is ever
present.’’

As the Pentagon faces the harsh realities of budget
cuts and war, it is reviewing the utilization of all the
skills of all its troops. Earlier in 2011, the Military
Leadership Diversity Commission recommended
ending the ban, noting that the rule creates a struc-
tural barrier that prohibits women from tactical field

experience, which is the traditional route to becoming
a flag or general officer. Only 24 of the Army’s 403
general officers (6 percent) are female, for example,
though women represent roughly 15 percent of the
force.

In response, Congress demanded that the service
secretaries review all policies regarding female mem-
bers. That report was due on April 15, 2011. The
Pentagon asked for an extension through October. It
missed that deadline, too.

The delay is not unusual, but reflects the magni-
tude of the potential change ahead. Publicly, senior
military and civilian leaders are expressing frustra-
tion with a policy that adheres to notions of physical
aptitude or troop cohesion that were used to exclude
African-Americans and gays in the past.

New Army Chief of Staff General Ray Odierno has
said that initial Pentagon attempts to clarify the policy
do not represent the ‘‘things that our women are

doing in combat.’’ According to
sources, first drafts held firm to the
exclusionary policy, but that was
before Oriderno had been elevated
to his role.

Last week, departing Army Vice
Chief of Staff General Peter Chiarel-
li focused on the anachronism of
the combat exclusion in an in-
terview with the Washington Post.

Chiarelli clearly wanted his final public statements in
uniform to be remembered. Simply put: in a ‘‘nonlin-
ear battlefield there are no safe jobs.’’

Army leadership is important here because the
Army is the largest combat force. The internal debate
at the Pentagon is about finding a unified approach
without alienating too many of the troops. And it is
being done in the midst of growing concerns about
sexual assaults against female soldiers.

Unlike with the ban on the homosexuals, the fe-
male combat exclusion is not a statutory prohibition;
Defense Secretary Leon Panetta can change policy on
his own. The Marines are said to be reluctant to
change the policy, just as they were with ‘‘don’t ask,
don’t tell.’’

The Pentagon is in its own internal war as it strug-
gles to make its policy reflect the reality of warfare.
The integration of African-Americans into the mil-
itary is not too grand of an analogy for the challenges
that the Pentagon will have to overcome. After that
transformation, the military survived and became a
model vehicle for blacks to break their proverbial
glass ceiling.

The lives of over 130 women suggest that theirs is
broken already.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @juliettekayyem.
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Army Specialist Theresa Lynn Flannery runs for cover as the base comes under attack outside Kufa,
Iraq, near Najaf, in this 2004 photo. Along with a Bronze Star with a ‘‘V’’ for valor recommendation,
Flannery, from Kentucky, also received a Purple Heart for an injury she received while under fire
during a battle at Najaf.
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politics. Recent history shows that when the
Catholic Church goes after Catholic poli-
ticians, it can be a real problem for them.

In 2004, many bishops made an issue out
of John Kerry’s abortion rights support by
threatening to deny communion to the Catho-
lic Democratic presidential nominee. On
election day, George W. Bush, a Republican
who opposed abortion rights, won the Catho-
lic vote. Kerry was unprepared for the attacks
and remained silent about his faith, a stance
he now regrets. In a speech he gave at Pepper-
dine University in 2006, he said, ‘‘Despite this
New Englander’s past reticence of talking
publicly about my faith, I learned that if I

didn’t fill in the picture
myself, others would draw
the caricature for me.’’

After Obama picked Joe
Biden, a Catholic, as his
running mate in 2008, the
US Conference of Catholic
Bishops criticized Biden for
pro-abortion comments.
But their targeting of Biden
was not enough to derail the
Democratic ticket. Obama
ultimately won the Catholic
vote over John McCain by a
54 to 45 percent margin, in

large measure because voters were more
focused on the country’s post-Labor Day
economic meltdown. Recent polls, however,
show Obama’s support from Catholics is slip-
ping. If the issue of health insurance coverage
for contraception becomes a major rallying
cry, it could evolve into a real problem for
Obama. Republican Mitt Romney, the front-
runner who is now running as an anti-abor-
tion candidate after previously expressing
support for Roe v. Wade, is already showing
signs of strength with Catholic voters.

On the larger health care reform issue, this
president has the moral high ground, if only
he would take it. A church that is supposedly
dedicated to feeding the hungry and clothing
the naked wouldn’t want to leave it to insur-
ance companies and free markets to decide
who gets to see a doctor and who gets care —
would it?

Obama isn’t trying to regulate religion or
undermine Catholicism. He’s telling Catholic
leaders they can’t regulate the beliefs of those
of other faiths. That’s fitting in a country that
treasures religious freedom, but also values
separation of church and state.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter@_Joan Vennochi.

L
AST SUNDAY, the Catholic Church
declared war on President Obama.
Republican Senator Marco Rubio of
Florida quickly took up the cause,

signaling the outlines of a serious religious
rumble to come in 2012.

The president should be ready for the
fight, knowing that on this one he is right.

At Sunday Mass, Catholic parishioners
across the country were read letters denounc-
ing the Obama administration’s recent deci-
sion to require religiously affiliated hospitals,
colleges, and charities to offer health insur-
ance coverage to employees for contraception
and the ‘‘morning-after pill.’’ On Monday,
Rubio, a Republican star
who is often mentioned as
a VP candidate, introduced
a bill that would override
the Obama policy by allow-
ing religious institutions
that morally oppose con-
traception to refuse to
cover it.

But not all employees of
Catholic institutions are
Catholics. Why should
their employers impose
their religious beliefs on
them and deny coverage
for birth control and other medical care? As
long as those Catholic institutions are getting
taxpayer money, they should follow secular
rules. That’s the Obama administration’s
argument, and it makes sense.

But if truth is a casualty of war, reason is
an even more specific casualty of culture war.
Obama can’t let the other side frame the
argument, which it is already doing in typi-
cally ferocious fashion.

I happened to be attending Mass on Long
Island, N.Y., when the priest took to the pulpit
to read from an address Pope Benedict XVI
gave last month to US bishops, in which the
pope decried ‘‘radical secularism.’’ Benedict
did not specifically mention Obama’s name,
but the priest informed parishioners the pope
was referring to the president. He also said
Obama’s policy represented ‘‘totalitarianism’’
and an attack on religious freedom and the
Catholic Church. The priest went on to quote
from a recent opinion piece written by Bishop
David A. Zubik of Philadelphia, who argued
that the Obama administration ‘‘has just told
the Catholics of the United States, ‘to hell with
you!’ ’’

Now the bishops are basically saying to
hell with Obama, and the GOP is seizing the
opportunity to join forces with a constituency
that can play an important role in presidential
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and several of his colleagues had dealt with
the financial crises in Mexico and Asian dur-
ing the 1990s and believed they knew how
best to stop this one. Along with fiscal stimu-
lus and looser monetary policy, they consid-
ered it imperative to recapitalize the banking
sector and get it lending again.

Traditionally, after a financial crisis, the
government has furnished that money — lots
of it. Research by the Cleveland Fed puts the
typical cost of such a bailout at 5 to 10 percent

of GDP, which would have left US
taxpayers on the hook for as much
as $1.5 trillion. Obama’s plan (real-
ly, Geithner’s) was to persuade
private investors to come up with
that money. The ‘‘stress tests’’ ap-
plied to the largest banks were
meant to demonstrate that the
banks weren’t about to fail.

From a taxpayer standpoint, the
strategy paid off. Investors provided
the overwhelming bulk of the need-

ed capital. The catch was that in order to
attract them, Obama couldn’t actively in-
terfere with the banks by, for instance, firing
CEOs or revoking bonuses, for fear of fright-
ening away the very investors his plan relied
on. Pursuing that plan entailed taking an
enormous political risk, because it meant that
the White House would have to ignore the
clamor to punish the malefactors. But as
Geithner likes to put it, ‘‘In a crisis, you have
to choose: Are you going to solve the problem,
or are you going to teach people a lesson?
They’re in direct conflict.’’

Two years later, the economy is growing
again, albeit slowly and fitfully. In an election
campaign supposed to be a referendum on
Barack Obama’s first term, it would be useful
to debate the efficacy of his actions to stop the
crisis and heal the economy. But that’s not the
debate that’s taking place out on the trail, at
least not in any rational sense. Calling the
president a socialist may, regrettably, yield
some benefit in the GOP primary. But it’s
impossible to claim that Obama is both a
socialist and also a pawn of Wall Street — and
by opting for the former, Republicans have
probably chosen the weaker line of attack.

Joshua Green is a national correspondent at
Bloomberg Businessweek. Follow him on
Twitter @JoshuaGreen.

F
OR ALL their bickering, the Repub-
lican presidential candidates don’t
have much trouble agreeing that
President Obama has been terrible for

the economy. Newt Gingrich says he’s ‘‘a
left-wing radical’’ bent on fostering ‘‘social-
ism.’’ Rick Santorum has charged him with
‘‘heavy government control that refuses to
liberate the private sector.’’

Even the normally placid Mitt Romney has
been known to erupt in fits of violent fantasy
when his thoughts turn to the presi-
dent’s stewardship. ‘‘I am someone
who believes in free enterprise,’’
Romney declared at the CNN de-
bate in South Carolina recently. ‘‘I
think Adam Smith was right, and
we’re going to get hit hard by Ba-
rack Obama, but we’re going to stuff
it down his throat that it is capital-
ism and freedom that makes us
strong.’’

Driven by this sort of rhetoric, a
conviction has taken hold among many con-
servatives that the president is actively hostile
to the very idea of a market-based economy.
That’s a much different charge than the one
Obama seemed likely to face just a few
months ago — not that he was too hostile to
capitalism, but that he was too accommodat-
ing of it. Obama’s indulgence toward the big
Wall Street banks after the financial crisis
once appeared to be his greatest vulnerability.
Some Democrats in Congress can even pin-
point the date on which they believe the
American public turned against them and the
president, driven by disgust over Wall Street’s
unchecked excesses. It was March 15, 2009,
when the news broke that executives at AIG
would receive millions of dollars in bonuses.

For Obama, the danger of this latter, now
mostly forgotten, line of attack is that unlike
the current one, it is true: He took a hands-off
approach to the banks as part of a larger
strategy to stem the crisis, a choice that he has
never been very good at explaining, and thus
has the potential to hurt him. His administra-
tion’s strategy depended on private markets,
rather than on the government, and entailed
propping up the same banks that had
wrought the damage.

When the administration came into office,
the economy was shrinking at frightening
speed. Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner
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O
VER 130 women have died in the wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq, and yet they were not
in combat. This paradox — women fight in
wars but are not assigned to fighting in wars

due to the Pentagon’s exclusionary policy — is at the
center of a long-simmering debate that has avoided
much of the Lady Gaga-ness surrounding repeal of
the military’s ban on homosexuals. But if 2011 was
the year of ending the ‘‘don’t ask, don’t tell’’ prohibi-
tion, 2012 begins with hints about a significant policy
transformation regarding women in combat.

Ladies, get your guns. And grenades. And possibly
your gut-slitting knives. Military bureaucracy can be
slow, and conservative, and even unwieldy, but it can’t
defend the paradox too much longer.

To understand how women can fight, but still not
be in combat, is all about definition. For decades, the
Pentagon has been opening up roles for women to
serve on combat aircraft, ships, and, as of 2010, even
submarines. But, the prohibition
against ‘‘direct ground combat,’’
known as DGC, has never
changed.

Pentagon policy uses phrases
like ‘‘collocation’’ and ‘‘primary
mission’’ to help explain the
present panoply of rules govern-
ing women. It can be confusing to
most civilians. More women are
being brought closer to the combat line, without
violating the DGC rule. The Marine Corps has created,
for example, Female Engagement Teams to be as-
signed with, but not to, combat Marine Expeditionary
Units because of a growing recognition that in many
countries, male Marines ought not to engage civilian
women. So, women are there with the very forces that
are waging combat; they are in combat, but not ‘‘in
combat.’’ Get it?

Neither, often, does the military. Defense Depart-
ment definitions prohibit women who are placed
‘‘well forward on the battlefield’’; Army policy omits
that phrase and instead adds that women will not be
assigned to any forces that are ‘‘repelling the enemy.’’

Even forgiving the paternalism in all these rules,
none of these definitions makes much sense when
applied to modern warfare. As the Service Women’s
Action Network, an organization committed to re-
pealing the ban, notes: ‘‘Iraq and Afghanistan ex-
emplify asymmetric battlegrounds, where the poten-
tial for engagement in direct ground combat is ever
present.’’

As the Pentagon faces the harsh realities of budget
cuts and war, it is reviewing the utilization of all the
skills of all its troops. Earlier in 2011, the Military
Leadership Diversity Commission recommended
ending the ban, noting that the rule creates a struc-
tural barrier that prohibits women from tactical field

experience, which is the traditional route to becoming
a flag or general officer. Only 24 of the Army’s 403
general officers (6 percent) are female, for example,
though women represent roughly 15 percent of the
force.

In response, Congress demanded that the service
secretaries review all policies regarding female mem-
bers. That report was due on April 15, 2011. The
Pentagon asked for an extension through October. It
missed that deadline, too.

The delay is not unusual, but reflects the magni-
tude of the potential change ahead. Publicly, senior
military and civilian leaders are expressing frustra-
tion with a policy that adheres to notions of physical
aptitude or troop cohesion that were used to exclude
African-Americans and gays in the past.

New Army Chief of Staff General Ray Odierno has
said that initial Pentagon attempts to clarify the policy
do not represent the ‘‘things that our women are

doing in combat.’’ According to
sources, first drafts held firm to the
exclusionary policy, but that was
before Oriderno had been elevated
to his role.

Last week, departing Army Vice
Chief of Staff General Peter Chiarel-
li focused on the anachronism of
the combat exclusion in an in-
terview with the Washington Post.

Chiarelli clearly wanted his final public statements in
uniform to be remembered. Simply put: in a ‘‘nonlin-
ear battlefield there are no safe jobs.’’

Army leadership is important here because the
Army is the largest combat force. The internal debate
at the Pentagon is about finding a unified approach
without alienating too many of the troops. And it is
being done in the midst of growing concerns about
sexual assaults against female soldiers.

Unlike with the ban on the homosexuals, the fe-
male combat exclusion is not a statutory prohibition;
Defense Secretary Leon Panetta can change policy on
his own. The Marines are said to be reluctant to
change the policy, just as they were with ‘‘don’t ask,
don’t tell.’’

The Pentagon is in its own internal war as it strug-
gles to make its policy reflect the reality of warfare.
The integration of African-Americans into the mil-
itary is not too grand of an analogy for the challenges
that the Pentagon will have to overcome. After that
transformation, the military survived and became a
model vehicle for blacks to break their proverbial
glass ceiling.

The lives of over 130 women suggest that theirs is
broken already.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @juliettekayyem.
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Army Specialist Theresa Lynn Flannery runs for cover as the base comes under attack outside Kufa,
Iraq, near Najaf, in this 2004 photo. Along with a Bronze Star with a ‘‘V’’ for valor recommendation,
Flannery, from Kentucky, also received a Purple Heart for an injury she received while under fire
during a battle at Najaf.
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combat aircraft, ships, and, as of 2010, even submarines. 
But, the prohibition against “direct ground combat,’’ 
known as DGC, has never changed.  

 Pentagon policy uses phrases like “collocation’’ 
and “primary mission’’ to help explain the present 
panoply of rules governing women. It can be confusing 
to most civilians. More women are being brought closer 
to the combat line, without violating the DGC rule. The Marine Corps has created, for 
example, Female Engagement Teams to be assigned with, but not to, combat Marine 
Expeditionary Units because of a growing recognition that in many countries, male 
Marines ought not to engage civilian women. So, women are there with the very forces 
that are waging combat; they are in combat, but not “in combat.’’ Get it? 

Neither, often, does the military. Defense Department definitions prohibit women 
who are placed “well forward on the battlefield’’; Army policy omits that phrase and 
instead adds that women will not be assigned to any forces that are “repelling the 
enemy.’’  

Even forgiving the paternalism in all these rules, none of these definitions makes 
much sense when applied to modern warfare. As the Service Women’s Action Network, 
an organization committed to repealing the ban, notes: “Iraq and Afghanistan exemplify 
asymmetric battlegrounds, where the potential for engagement in direct ground combat is 
ever present.’’  

As the Pentagon faces the harsh realities of budget cuts and war, it is reviewing 
the utilization of all the skills of all its troops. Earlier in 2011, the Military Leadership 
Diversity Commission recommended ending the ban, noting that the rule creates a 
structural barrier that prohibits women from tactical field experience, which is the 
traditional route to becoming a flag or general officer. Only 24 of the Army’s 403 general 
officers (6 percent) are female, for example, though women represent roughly 15 percent 
of the force. 

In response, Congress demanded that the service secretaries review all policies 
regarding female members. That report was due on April 15, 2011. The Pentagon asked 
for an extension through October. It missed that deadline, too.  

The delay is not unusual, but reflects the magnitude of the potential change ahead. 
Publicly, senior military and civilian leaders are expressing frustration with a policy that 
adheres to notions of physical aptitude or troop cohesion that were used to exclude 
African-Americans and gays in the past.  

New Army Chief of Staff General Ray Odierno has said that initial Pentagon 
attempts to clarify the policy do not represent the “things that our women are doing in 
combat.’’ According to sources, first drafts held firm to the exclusionary policy, but that 
was before Oriderno had been elevated to his role.  

Last week, departing Army Vice Chief of Staff General Peter Chiarelli focused on 
the anachronism of the combat exclusion in an interview with the Washington Post. 
Chiarelli clearly wanted his final public statements in uniform to be remembered. Simply 
put: in a “nonlinear battlefield there are no safe jobs.’’  

Army leadership is important here because the Army is the largest combat force. 
The internal debate at the Pentagon is about finding a unified approach without alienating 
too many of the troops. And it is being done in the midst of growing concerns about 
sexual assaults against female soldiers.  

Unlike with the ban on the homosexuals, the female combat exclusion is not a 
statutory prohibition; Defense Secretary Leon Panetta can change policy on his own. The 
Marines are said to be reluctant to change the policy, just as they were with “don’t ask, 
don’t tell.’’ 

The Pentagon is in its own internal war as it struggles to make its policy reflect 
the reality of warfare. The integration of African-Americans into the military is not too 
grand of an analogy for the challenges that the Pentagon will have to overcome. After 
that transformation, the military survived and became a model vehicle for blacks to break 
their proverbial glass ceiling.  

The lives of over 130 women suggest that theirs is broken already.  
 

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @juliettekayyem. 
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politics. Recent history shows that when the
Catholic Church goes after Catholic poli-
ticians, it can be a real problem for them.

In 2004, many bishops made an issue out
of John Kerry’s abortion rights support by
threatening to deny communion to the Catho-
lic Democratic presidential nominee. On
election day, George W. Bush, a Republican
who opposed abortion rights, won the Catho-
lic vote. Kerry was unprepared for the attacks
and remained silent about his faith, a stance
he now regrets. In a speech he gave at Pepper-
dine University in 2006, he said, ‘‘Despite this
New Englander’s past reticence of talking
publicly about my faith, I learned that if I

didn’t fill in the picture
myself, others would draw
the caricature for me.’’

After Obama picked Joe
Biden, a Catholic, as his
running mate in 2008, the
US Conference of Catholic
Bishops criticized Biden for
pro-abortion comments.
But their targeting of Biden
was not enough to derail the
Democratic ticket. Obama
ultimately won the Catholic
vote over John McCain by a
54 to 45 percent margin, in

large measure because voters were more
focused on the country’s post-Labor Day
economic meltdown. Recent polls, however,
show Obama’s support from Catholics is slip-
ping. If the issue of health insurance coverage
for contraception becomes a major rallying
cry, it could evolve into a real problem for
Obama. Republican Mitt Romney, the front-
runner who is now running as an anti-abor-
tion candidate after previously expressing
support for Roe v. Wade, is already showing
signs of strength with Catholic voters.

On the larger health care reform issue, this
president has the moral high ground, if only
he would take it. A church that is supposedly
dedicated to feeding the hungry and clothing
the naked wouldn’t want to leave it to insur-
ance companies and free markets to decide
who gets to see a doctor and who gets care —
would it?

Obama isn’t trying to regulate religion or
undermine Catholicism. He’s telling Catholic
leaders they can’t regulate the beliefs of those
of other faiths. That’s fitting in a country that
treasures religious freedom, but also values
separation of church and state.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter@_Joan Vennochi.

L
AST SUNDAY, the Catholic Church
declared war on President Obama.
Republican Senator Marco Rubio of
Florida quickly took up the cause,

signaling the outlines of a serious religious
rumble to come in 2012.

The president should be ready for the
fight, knowing that on this one he is right.

At Sunday Mass, Catholic parishioners
across the country were read letters denounc-
ing the Obama administration’s recent deci-
sion to require religiously affiliated hospitals,
colleges, and charities to offer health insur-
ance coverage to employees for contraception
and the ‘‘morning-after pill.’’ On Monday,
Rubio, a Republican star
who is often mentioned as
a VP candidate, introduced
a bill that would override
the Obama policy by allow-
ing religious institutions
that morally oppose con-
traception to refuse to
cover it.

But not all employees of
Catholic institutions are
Catholics. Why should
their employers impose
their religious beliefs on
them and deny coverage
for birth control and other medical care? As
long as those Catholic institutions are getting
taxpayer money, they should follow secular
rules. That’s the Obama administration’s
argument, and it makes sense.

But if truth is a casualty of war, reason is
an even more specific casualty of culture war.
Obama can’t let the other side frame the
argument, which it is already doing in typi-
cally ferocious fashion.

I happened to be attending Mass on Long
Island, N.Y., when the priest took to the pulpit
to read from an address Pope Benedict XVI
gave last month to US bishops, in which the
pope decried ‘‘radical secularism.’’ Benedict
did not specifically mention Obama’s name,
but the priest informed parishioners the pope
was referring to the president. He also said
Obama’s policy represented ‘‘totalitarianism’’
and an attack on religious freedom and the
Catholic Church. The priest went on to quote
from a recent opinion piece written by Bishop
David A. Zubik of Philadelphia, who argued
that the Obama administration ‘‘has just told
the Catholics of the United States, ‘to hell with
you!’ ’’

Now the bishops are basically saying to
hell with Obama, and the GOP is seizing the
opportunity to join forces with a constituency
that can play an important role in presidential

JOAN VENNOCHI

Catholic Church’s unfair
attack against Obama

Obama isn’t trying
to undermine
Catholicism. He’s
telling Catholic
leaders they can’t
regulate the beliefs of
those of other faiths.

and several of his colleagues had dealt with
the financial crises in Mexico and Asian dur-
ing the 1990s and believed they knew how
best to stop this one. Along with fiscal stimu-
lus and looser monetary policy, they consid-
ered it imperative to recapitalize the banking
sector and get it lending again.

Traditionally, after a financial crisis, the
government has furnished that money — lots
of it. Research by the Cleveland Fed puts the
typical cost of such a bailout at 5 to 10 percent

of GDP, which would have left US
taxpayers on the hook for as much
as $1.5 trillion. Obama’s plan (real-
ly, Geithner’s) was to persuade
private investors to come up with
that money. The ‘‘stress tests’’ ap-
plied to the largest banks were
meant to demonstrate that the
banks weren’t about to fail.

From a taxpayer standpoint, the
strategy paid off. Investors provided
the overwhelming bulk of the need-

ed capital. The catch was that in order to
attract them, Obama couldn’t actively in-
terfere with the banks by, for instance, firing
CEOs or revoking bonuses, for fear of fright-
ening away the very investors his plan relied
on. Pursuing that plan entailed taking an
enormous political risk, because it meant that
the White House would have to ignore the
clamor to punish the malefactors. But as
Geithner likes to put it, ‘‘In a crisis, you have
to choose: Are you going to solve the problem,
or are you going to teach people a lesson?
They’re in direct conflict.’’

Two years later, the economy is growing
again, albeit slowly and fitfully. In an election
campaign supposed to be a referendum on
Barack Obama’s first term, it would be useful
to debate the efficacy of his actions to stop the
crisis and heal the economy. But that’s not the
debate that’s taking place out on the trail, at
least not in any rational sense. Calling the
president a socialist may, regrettably, yield
some benefit in the GOP primary. But it’s
impossible to claim that Obama is both a
socialist and also a pawn of Wall Street — and
by opting for the former, Republicans have
probably chosen the weaker line of attack.

Joshua Green is a national correspondent at
Bloomberg Businessweek. Follow him on
Twitter @JoshuaGreen.

F
OR ALL their bickering, the Repub-
lican presidential candidates don’t
have much trouble agreeing that
President Obama has been terrible for

the economy. Newt Gingrich says he’s ‘‘a
left-wing radical’’ bent on fostering ‘‘social-
ism.’’ Rick Santorum has charged him with
‘‘heavy government control that refuses to
liberate the private sector.’’

Even the normally placid Mitt Romney has
been known to erupt in fits of violent fantasy
when his thoughts turn to the presi-
dent’s stewardship. ‘‘I am someone
who believes in free enterprise,’’
Romney declared at the CNN de-
bate in South Carolina recently. ‘‘I
think Adam Smith was right, and
we’re going to get hit hard by Ba-
rack Obama, but we’re going to stuff
it down his throat that it is capital-
ism and freedom that makes us
strong.’’

Driven by this sort of rhetoric, a
conviction has taken hold among many con-
servatives that the president is actively hostile
to the very idea of a market-based economy.
That’s a much different charge than the one
Obama seemed likely to face just a few
months ago — not that he was too hostile to
capitalism, but that he was too accommodat-
ing of it. Obama’s indulgence toward the big
Wall Street banks after the financial crisis
once appeared to be his greatest vulnerability.
Some Democrats in Congress can even pin-
point the date on which they believe the
American public turned against them and the
president, driven by disgust over Wall Street’s
unchecked excesses. It was March 15, 2009,
when the news broke that executives at AIG
would receive millions of dollars in bonuses.

For Obama, the danger of this latter, now
mostly forgotten, line of attack is that unlike
the current one, it is true: He took a hands-off
approach to the banks as part of a larger
strategy to stem the crisis, a choice that he has
never been very good at explaining, and thus
has the potential to hurt him. His administra-
tion’s strategy depended on private markets,
rather than on the government, and entailed
propping up the same banks that had
wrought the damage.

When the administration came into office,
the economy was shrinking at frightening
speed. Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner

JOSHUA GREEN

The attack the GOP should
be waging against president
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O
VER 130 women have died in the wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq, and yet they were not
in combat. This paradox — women fight in
wars but are not assigned to fighting in wars

due to the Pentagon’s exclusionary policy — is at the
center of a long-simmering debate that has avoided
much of the Lady Gaga-ness surrounding repeal of
the military’s ban on homosexuals. But if 2011 was
the year of ending the ‘‘don’t ask, don’t tell’’ prohibi-
tion, 2012 begins with hints about a significant policy
transformation regarding women in combat.

Ladies, get your guns. And grenades. And possibly
your gut-slitting knives. Military bureaucracy can be
slow, and conservative, and even unwieldy, but it can’t
defend the paradox too much longer.

To understand how women can fight, but still not
be in combat, is all about definition. For decades, the
Pentagon has been opening up roles for women to
serve on combat aircraft, ships, and, as of 2010, even
submarines. But, the prohibition
against ‘‘direct ground combat,’’
known as DGC, has never
changed.

Pentagon policy uses phrases
like ‘‘collocation’’ and ‘‘primary
mission’’ to help explain the
present panoply of rules govern-
ing women. It can be confusing to
most civilians. More women are
being brought closer to the combat line, without
violating the DGC rule. The Marine Corps has created,
for example, Female Engagement Teams to be as-
signed with, but not to, combat Marine Expeditionary
Units because of a growing recognition that in many
countries, male Marines ought not to engage civilian
women. So, women are there with the very forces that
are waging combat; they are in combat, but not ‘‘in
combat.’’ Get it?

Neither, often, does the military. Defense Depart-
ment definitions prohibit women who are placed
‘‘well forward on the battlefield’’; Army policy omits
that phrase and instead adds that women will not be
assigned to any forces that are ‘‘repelling the enemy.’’

Even forgiving the paternalism in all these rules,
none of these definitions makes much sense when
applied to modern warfare. As the Service Women’s
Action Network, an organization committed to re-
pealing the ban, notes: ‘‘Iraq and Afghanistan ex-
emplify asymmetric battlegrounds, where the poten-
tial for engagement in direct ground combat is ever
present.’’

As the Pentagon faces the harsh realities of budget
cuts and war, it is reviewing the utilization of all the
skills of all its troops. Earlier in 2011, the Military
Leadership Diversity Commission recommended
ending the ban, noting that the rule creates a struc-
tural barrier that prohibits women from tactical field

experience, which is the traditional route to becoming
a flag or general officer. Only 24 of the Army’s 403
general officers (6 percent) are female, for example,
though women represent roughly 15 percent of the
force.

In response, Congress demanded that the service
secretaries review all policies regarding female mem-
bers. That report was due on April 15, 2011. The
Pentagon asked for an extension through October. It
missed that deadline, too.

The delay is not unusual, but reflects the magni-
tude of the potential change ahead. Publicly, senior
military and civilian leaders are expressing frustra-
tion with a policy that adheres to notions of physical
aptitude or troop cohesion that were used to exclude
African-Americans and gays in the past.

New Army Chief of Staff General Ray Odierno has
said that initial Pentagon attempts to clarify the policy
do not represent the ‘‘things that our women are

doing in combat.’’ According to
sources, first drafts held firm to the
exclusionary policy, but that was
before Oriderno had been elevated
to his role.

Last week, departing Army Vice
Chief of Staff General Peter Chiarel-
li focused on the anachronism of
the combat exclusion in an in-
terview with the Washington Post.

Chiarelli clearly wanted his final public statements in
uniform to be remembered. Simply put: in a ‘‘nonlin-
ear battlefield there are no safe jobs.’’

Army leadership is important here because the
Army is the largest combat force. The internal debate
at the Pentagon is about finding a unified approach
without alienating too many of the troops. And it is
being done in the midst of growing concerns about
sexual assaults against female soldiers.

Unlike with the ban on the homosexuals, the fe-
male combat exclusion is not a statutory prohibition;
Defense Secretary Leon Panetta can change policy on
his own. The Marines are said to be reluctant to
change the policy, just as they were with ‘‘don’t ask,
don’t tell.’’

The Pentagon is in its own internal war as it strug-
gles to make its policy reflect the reality of warfare.
The integration of African-Americans into the mil-
itary is not too grand of an analogy for the challenges
that the Pentagon will have to overcome. After that
transformation, the military survived and became a
model vehicle for blacks to break their proverbial
glass ceiling.

The lives of over 130 women suggest that theirs is
broken already.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @juliettekayyem.
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War’s glass ceiling
Pentagonmoves closer to allowing women to fight

To understand how
women can fight, but
still not be in combat,
is all about definition.
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Army Specialist Theresa Lynn Flannery runs for cover as the base comes under attack outside Kufa,
Iraq, near Najaf, in this 2004 photo. Along with a Bronze Star with a ‘‘V’’ for valor recommendation,
Flannery, from Kentucky, also received a Purple Heart for an injury she received while under fire
during a battle at Najaf.


