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T HAS come to this. Four military women, each having served in Afghanistan or 
Iraq, have sued the Pentagon over its combat exclusion rules. The plaintiffs come 
from the Rosa Parks school of activism: They only want what they deserve. Each 
one either faced the enemy, won the Purple Heart, or been injured by IEDs on the 

streets of Baghdad or Kabul. Their legal complaint takes on the confusing rules that 
prohibit them from “combat,” and yet, because of the nature of warfare today, allow them 
to fight. The fact that the military doesn’t give them credit for fighting limits their 
chances for promotion and the opportunity to learn new skills. The combat rules fool no 
one, least of all these plaintiffs. Women are at war.  

But enough about them. The Pentagon has no one else to blame but itself for the 
lawsuit. Secretary Leon Panetta, the named defendant, will now have to answer their 
claims. Defendants have a tendency to miss the big picture while under legal assault; he 
might opt to fight this on procedural and constitutional grounds. But there is only one 
way for the Pentagon to actually win this war, a war of their own making against the 
women who constitute 14 percent of the 1.4 million active military personnel, including 
280,000 women who have served in Iraq and Afghanistan. The Defense Department can 
finally end the exclusion rules and make the case moot.  

In 1994, the Pentagon adopted the rules that exist today. This means women are 
barred from the infantry, armored divisions, and special operations. Because of women’s 
roles in the post-9/11 wars, the Pentagon budged a little earlier this year when it opened a 
handful of new positions to women. In doing so, it actually ignored recommendations by 
an external review committee to drop the ban altogether.  

The combat exclusion rules are an operational disaster. Because of the ban, 
women are “attached” to combat units, but not “assigned” to them; that distinction is lost 
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O
N DEC. 29, the federal program to
extend unemployment insurance
benefits will end, unless Congress
votes to renew it once again. Feder-

al lawmakers have passed 10 such extensions
since 2008, but the financial and social costs
of paying people not to work are too high to
justify extending the program indefinitely.
Congress should go back to the 26-week limit
that prevailed before the recession — but do
so humanely, by giving a single, sizeable
lump-sum payment to those whose benefits
run out in December.

Unemployment insurance has two up-
sides. The main one is that people who are
laid off suffer a little less, which also makes
people who still have jobs feel more secure. A
secondary advantage, widely touted at the
low point of the recession, is that unemploy-
ment insurance gives cash-strapped people
some extra money that they quickly spend —
which in turn helps boost consumer spend-
ing and economic activity.

Yet these benefits involve significant
costs; the most obvious one is that taxpayers
foot the bill. Between 2008 and 2010, unem-
ployment insurance spending swelled from
$43 billion to $157 billion. More important,
though, may be the secondary cost — the in-
centive that extending unemployment insur-
ance creates to spend years out of work.
Since benefits cease when you take a job, un-
employment insurance essentially bribes
people not to work.

The most famous paper documenting this
fact was written by economist Bruce Meyer
20 years ago, who found that unemployment
insurance recipients are three times more
likely to get a job when their benefits are
about to run out. Extending unemployment
insurance always ran the risk of inducing
long-run unemployment, which is particu-
larly harmful if joblessness becomes a per-
manent lifestyle, as it has for many people in
some European nations.

When the Great Recession hit, many poli-
cy makers thought that most unemployed
workers couldn’t find jobs, no matter how
hard they tried; many news outlets high-
lighted the plight of workers who applied un-
successfully for dozens of jobs. Under these
conditions, the argument went, unemploy-
ment insurance extensions would do little to
encourage people to stay unemployed longer.

But unemployment insurance, according
to one recent paper using German data, has
about the same effect in good times and bad
— a relatively moderate increase in the
length of spells of non-employment.

In June 2008, there were 1.6 million
Americans who had been unemployed for
more than 27 weeks. As the recession deep-
ened and unemployment insurance dura-
tions lengthened, the number of long-term
unemployed grew to 6.7 million by April
2010. That figure more than doubles the pre-
vious recorded high of 2.9 million long-run
unemployed reached in 1983. Today, despite
the recovery, the number of long-term unem-
ployed remains over 5 million.

Economists disagree about exactly how
much unemployment insurance extensions
have contributed to this situation. My Har-
vard colleague Robert Barro has argued that
“dramatic expansion of unemployment-in-
surance eligibility to 99 weeks is almost sure-
ly the culprit.” Berkeley’s Jesse Rothstein us-
es the state-level differences in unemploy-
ment insurance policies to assess this view
and finds that “unemployment insurance
benefit extensions raised the unemployment
rate in early 2011 by only about 0.1 to 0.5
percentage points.” It does seem clear that
the benefit extensions have kept at least
some people from finding new work.

Congress now seems to face two bad op-
tions: extending unemployment insurance,
which would increase the government’s fiscal
problems and keep the perverse incentives
that encourage long-run unemployment; or
not renewing the unemployment insurance
extension, which will create hardship for
millions of unemployed workers and their
families. But there is a middle ground.

Instead of renewing the unemployment
insurance extensions or, at the other ex-
treme, letting benefits cease abruptly, Con-
gress can end the extension while also pro-
viding workers who will lose their benefits
with a severance payment — perhaps equal
to three months of coverage. Workers will get
this payment whether they find jobs or not.
The package could be structured as a one-
time payout, which would lower administra-
tive costs and encourage holiday spending,
or as continuation of unemployment insur-
ance payments, which are paid whether the
beneficiary gets a job or not.

A flat payment can aid the unemployed
this winter without encouraging long-run
joblessness. Nothing is more important that
getting people back to work. We should ad-
just any policy, like the continuing series of
unemployment insurance extensions, that
works against that aim.

Edward L. Glaeser, an economist at Harvard,
is the director of the Rappaport Institute for
Greater Boston.
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S
URE, ROME wasn’t built in a
day. But did it really have to
take 40 years to build a half-
mile long access route for

commercial traffic headed to Logan
Airport?

This week, the Massachusetts
Port Authority celebrated the open-
ing of the two-lane, $23.5 million
Martin A. Coughlin Bypass Road.
It’s named after a longtime East
Boston activist who first pitched the
bypass concept back in 1972, as a
way to keep cabs, buses, and 18-
wheelers off Eastie streets. Forty
years later — and 12 years after his
death — Coughlin’s idea finally
turned into a stretch of real high-
way.

As his sister, Mary Coughlin
Johnston, cracked in remarks deliv-
ered during Monday’s ribbon-cut-
ting ceremony: “If Martin were here
today, he’d say, ‘Why the heck did
this take so long?’ ”

That question gets asked a lot
around here. T.S. Eliot measured
time in coffee spoons; Massachu-
setts still measures progress that
way. Too often, politics plus revenge
plus institutional inertia keeps wise
proposals on the drawing board and
off the streets, especially in Boston.

In this case, churn at the top was
part of the problem, according to
John Vitagliano, who embraced the
idea first as a Massport board mem-
ber. Through a succession of gover-

nors and Massport executives, “it
was two steps forward and one step
back,” explained Vitagliano, the
chief consultant on the project that
was funded with help from US Rep-
resentative Michael Capuano and
assorted state officials.

Coughlin’s idea
languished during
the era of deepest
hostility between
Eastie and Mass-
port. For years, the
airport grabbed
what it needed and
residents battled
ferociously to hold
onto what was left.
Coughlin was
among those who
led the charge and
kept up the fight.

To protest the
noise and chaos, he
stood in front of
dump trucks head-
ing for Logan in 1968. When airport
opponents slowed traffic to a crawl
by driving 5 miles per hour in 1969,
he was part of the brigade. He was
still fighting Massport in 1999, as
activists tried — unsuccessfully — to
stop Massport’s plans for a new run-
way. When Gloria Larson, then
chairwoman of the Massachusetts
Convention Center Authority, told a
community meeting that delayed
flights meant angry passenger arriv-

als in Boston, Coughlin yelled back:
“I’m angry with 221,000 flights that
are projected for my roof. You want
angry? I’ll show you angry.”

When Coughlin died at 56 in No-
vember 2000, the late Globe colum-
nist Alan Lupo wrote: “He tilted at

windmills . . . He
won a few. He lost a
few. He stayed the
course. He was an
opponent of Logan
Airport expansion
and a proponent
for preserving what
he regarded as the
best of his beloved
neighborhood . . .”

On Monday,
Thomas Glynn, the
latest Massport
CEO and executive
director, said the
new bypass road is
a reminder of the
most important re-

lationship between Massport and
East Boston: “neighbor.” The agency
would strive to be “the good neigh-
bor we’ve often been but not always
been,” he told the crowd.

Does one moment of official
truth-telling mean there’s now peace
between neighbors?

“As much as there’s ever going to
be,” said Sal Giarratani, an East Bos-
ton resident and columnist for the
Boston Post Gazette, which bills it-

self as “the Italian American voice of
Massachusetts.” Added Giarratani:
“I don’t consider them the enemy,
not like it was 30 years ago when
people felt they had been invaded.”

Still, when Glynn kicked off the
ceremony by introducing himself,
Fran Riley, a longtime Eastie activist
and Coughlin friend, shouted, “Ev-
eryone start yelling at him!” Her
joke drew chuckles, because every-
one knew the history.

Riley said East Boston’s rela-
tionship with Massport is “a lot
more civilized” than it used to be.
She attributes it partly to better faith
on Massport’s part and partly to the
activists’ understanding that you get
“more with honey than vinegar.”

Problems arise, she said, when-
ever there’s “a power-hungry Mass-
port and employees who think they
can talk down to us and think we’re
stupid — a big mistake.”

The old activists may be dying
and a younger generation may be
moving on. For those who remain,
the airport is not their only concern.
Riley said she and others are ready
to fight a casino.

If it took 40 years to build a by-
pass road, imagine how long it
could take to build a gambling mec-
ca.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter at Joan_Vennochi.
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I
T HAS come to this. Four military
women, each having served in Af-
ghanistan or Iraq, have sued the Pen-
tagon over its combat exclusion

rules. The plaintiffs come from the Rosa
Parks school of activism: They only want
what they deserve. Each one either faced
the enemy, won the Purple Heart, or been
injured by IEDs on the streets of Baghdad
or Kabul. Their legal complaint takes on
the confusing rules that prohibit them
from “combat,” and yet, because of the
nature of warfare today, allow them to
fight. The fact that the military doesn’t
give them credit for fighting limits their
chances for promotion and the opportu-
nity to learn new skills. The combat rules
fool no one, least of all these plaintiffs.

Women are at war.
But enough about them.

The Pentagon has no one else
to blame but itself for the law-
suit. Secretary Leon Panetta,
the named defendant, will
now have to answer their
claims. Defendants have a ten-
dency to miss the big picture
while under legal assault; he
might opt to fight this on pro-
cedural and constitutional
grounds. But there is only one
way for the Pentagon to actu-
ally win this war, a war of their
own making against the wom-
en who constitute 14 percent
of the 1.4 million active mili-
tary personnel, including
280,000 women who have
served in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. The Defense Department
can finally end the exclusion
rules and make the case moot.

In 1994, the Pentagon ad-
opted the rules that exist today.
This means women are barred
from the infantry, armored di-
visions, and special operations.
Because of women’s roles in
the post-9/11 wars, the Penta-
gon budged a little earlier this
year when it opened a handful
of new positions to women. In

doing so, it actually ignored recommen-
dations by an external review committee
to drop the ban altogether.

The combat exclusion rules are an op-
erational disaster. Because of the ban,
women are “attached” to combat units,
but not “assigned” to them; that distinc-
tion is lost in the fog of warfare, as the in-
juries sustained by the plaintiffs show. To
satisfy the exclusion rules, commanders
often go through ridiculous gyrations:
They “reset” the women soldiers by tem-

porarily bringing them back from their
missions to make it look like they are in
supporting roles. The rules are antiquat-
ed, condescending, and unworthy of this
administration.

Right now, meetings are being ar-
ranged by government lawyers in the Pen-
tagon, the White House, and the Justice
Department to discuss how to deal with
the case. There is a battle within the gov-
ernment about the gender exclusion; the
forces of caution have won to date. If they
advance, the Pentagon will probably fall
back on two arguments. First, it will go
after the plaintiffs’ claims that they’ve suf-
fered real harms to their careers. The ar-
gument’s a loser. The plaintiffs are all-
American gun-toting ladies who have
committed themselves to a lifestyle most
of us can’t imagine — except that the Pen-
tagon won’t acknowledge it.

Second, the defense lawyers will cloak
the combat rules in a separation-of-pow-
ers argument that courts shouldn’t mess
with the warriors. It has some merit, but
would still require Panetta to show that
the gender exclusion satisfies an “impor-
tant” governmental interest. And that
would probably oblige Panetta to fall back
on outmoded notions that placing women

in the ranks undermines troop readiness
and cohesion. It’s the kind of operational
argument that non-military lawyers will
hear, and nod, and then — once the gen-
erals are out of the room — say “Can you
believe these guys want us to argue this?”

The Pentagon is ending two wars
while facing a budget crunch. But bring-
ing gender equality to combat is not a big-
ticket item. And change is never a linear
narrative. If history is any indication,
many pioneering women won’t meet the
physical requirements or will choose to
drop out, as cadet Shannon Faulkner did
in 1995 after the Supreme Court forced
The Citadel to end its all-male tradition.
But The Citadel is now 10 percent wom-
en. For the Pentagon, working through an
inevitable change on its own terms is far
preferable to going to trial — and, quite
possibly, losing.

The Pentagon should have rules that
reflect the society it defends — a society
that has already abandoned gender dis-
crimination as public policy.

Let it go.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @ju-
liettekayyem
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Combat exclusion rules
aren’t worth defending
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US Army female soldiers with the 2-17 Field Artillery Regiment listen to a briefing as
they prepare to leave on a mission in Ramadi, Iraq, in 2004.
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Two of the
plaintiffs in the
suit against the
Pentagon are
Colleen Farrell,
above, a US
Marine Corps
First Lieutenant,
and
Zoe Bedell,
below, a captain
in the US Marine
Corps reserves.
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O
N DEC. 29, the federal program to
extend unemployment insurance
benefits will end, unless Congress
votes to renew it once again. Feder-

al lawmakers have passed 10 such extensions
since 2008, but the financial and social costs
of paying people not to work are too high to
justify extending the program indefinitely.
Congress should go back to the 26-week limit
that prevailed before the recession — but do
so humanely, by giving a single, sizeable
lump-sum payment to those whose benefits
run out in December.

Unemployment insurance has two up-
sides. The main one is that people who are
laid off suffer a little less, which also makes
people who still have jobs feel more secure. A
secondary advantage, widely touted at the
low point of the recession, is that unemploy-
ment insurance gives cash-strapped people
some extra money that they quickly spend —
which in turn helps boost consumer spend-
ing and economic activity.

Yet these benefits involve significant
costs; the most obvious one is that taxpayers
foot the bill. Between 2008 and 2010, unem-
ployment insurance spending swelled from
$43 billion to $157 billion. More important,
though, may be the secondary cost — the in-
centive that extending unemployment insur-
ance creates to spend years out of work.
Since benefits cease when you take a job, un-
employment insurance essentially bribes
people not to work.

The most famous paper documenting this
fact was written by economist Bruce Meyer
20 years ago, who found that unemployment
insurance recipients are three times more
likely to get a job when their benefits are
about to run out. Extending unemployment
insurance always ran the risk of inducing
long-run unemployment, which is particu-
larly harmful if joblessness becomes a per-
manent lifestyle, as it has for many people in
some European nations.

When the Great Recession hit, many poli-
cy makers thought that most unemployed
workers couldn’t find jobs, no matter how
hard they tried; many news outlets high-
lighted the plight of workers who applied un-
successfully for dozens of jobs. Under these
conditions, the argument went, unemploy-
ment insurance extensions would do little to
encourage people to stay unemployed longer.

But unemployment insurance, according
to one recent paper using German data, has
about the same effect in good times and bad
— a relatively moderate increase in the
length of spells of non-employment.

In June 2008, there were 1.6 million
Americans who had been unemployed for
more than 27 weeks. As the recession deep-
ened and unemployment insurance dura-
tions lengthened, the number of long-term
unemployed grew to 6.7 million by April
2010. That figure more than doubles the pre-
vious recorded high of 2.9 million long-run
unemployed reached in 1983. Today, despite
the recovery, the number of long-term unem-
ployed remains over 5 million.

Economists disagree about exactly how
much unemployment insurance extensions
have contributed to this situation. My Har-
vard colleague Robert Barro has argued that
“dramatic expansion of unemployment-in-
surance eligibility to 99 weeks is almost sure-
ly the culprit.” Berkeley’s Jesse Rothstein us-
es the state-level differences in unemploy-
ment insurance policies to assess this view
and finds that “unemployment insurance
benefit extensions raised the unemployment
rate in early 2011 by only about 0.1 to 0.5
percentage points.” It does seem clear that
the benefit extensions have kept at least
some people from finding new work.

Congress now seems to face two bad op-
tions: extending unemployment insurance,
which would increase the government’s fiscal
problems and keep the perverse incentives
that encourage long-run unemployment; or
not renewing the unemployment insurance
extension, which will create hardship for
millions of unemployed workers and their
families. But there is a middle ground.

Instead of renewing the unemployment
insurance extensions or, at the other ex-
treme, letting benefits cease abruptly, Con-
gress can end the extension while also pro-
viding workers who will lose their benefits
with a severance payment — perhaps equal
to three months of coverage. Workers will get
this payment whether they find jobs or not.
The package could be structured as a one-
time payout, which would lower administra-
tive costs and encourage holiday spending,
or as continuation of unemployment insur-
ance payments, which are paid whether the
beneficiary gets a job or not.

A flat payment can aid the unemployed
this winter without encouraging long-run
joblessness. Nothing is more important that
getting people back to work. We should ad-
just any policy, like the continuing series of
unemployment insurance extensions, that
works against that aim.

Edward L. Glaeser, an economist at Harvard,
is the director of the Rappaport Institute for
Greater Boston.
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URE, ROME wasn’t built in a
day. But did it really have to
take 40 years to build a half-
mile long access route for

commercial traffic headed to Logan
Airport?

This week, the Massachusetts
Port Authority celebrated the open-
ing of the two-lane, $23.5 million
Martin A. Coughlin Bypass Road.
It’s named after a longtime East
Boston activist who first pitched the
bypass concept back in 1972, as a
way to keep cabs, buses, and 18-
wheelers off Eastie streets. Forty
years later — and 12 years after his
death — Coughlin’s idea finally
turned into a stretch of real high-
way.

As his sister, Mary Coughlin
Johnston, cracked in remarks deliv-
ered during Monday’s ribbon-cut-
ting ceremony: “If Martin were here
today, he’d say, ‘Why the heck did
this take so long?’ ”

That question gets asked a lot
around here. T.S. Eliot measured
time in coffee spoons; Massachu-
setts still measures progress that
way. Too often, politics plus revenge
plus institutional inertia keeps wise
proposals on the drawing board and
off the streets, especially in Boston.

In this case, churn at the top was
part of the problem, according to
John Vitagliano, who embraced the
idea first as a Massport board mem-
ber. Through a succession of gover-

nors and Massport executives, “it
was two steps forward and one step
back,” explained Vitagliano, the
chief consultant on the project that
was funded with help from US Rep-
resentative Michael Capuano and
assorted state officials.

Coughlin’s idea
languished during
the era of deepest
hostility between
Eastie and Mass-
port. For years, the
airport grabbed
what it needed and
residents battled
ferociously to hold
onto what was left.
Coughlin was
among those who
led the charge and
kept up the fight.

To protest the
noise and chaos, he
stood in front of
dump trucks head-
ing for Logan in 1968. When airport
opponents slowed traffic to a crawl
by driving 5 miles per hour in 1969,
he was part of the brigade. He was
still fighting Massport in 1999, as
activists tried — unsuccessfully — to
stop Massport’s plans for a new run-
way. When Gloria Larson, then
chairwoman of the Massachusetts
Convention Center Authority, told a
community meeting that delayed
flights meant angry passenger arriv-

als in Boston, Coughlin yelled back:
“I’m angry with 221,000 flights that
are projected for my roof. You want
angry? I’ll show you angry.”

When Coughlin died at 56 in No-
vember 2000, the late Globe colum-
nist Alan Lupo wrote: “He tilted at

windmills . . . He
won a few. He lost a
few. He stayed the
course. He was an
opponent of Logan
Airport expansion
and a proponent
for preserving what
he regarded as the
best of his beloved
neighborhood . . .”

On Monday,
Thomas Glynn, the
latest Massport
CEO and executive
director, said the
new bypass road is
a reminder of the
most important re-

lationship between Massport and
East Boston: “neighbor.” The agency
would strive to be “the good neigh-
bor we’ve often been but not always
been,” he told the crowd.

Does one moment of official
truth-telling mean there’s now peace
between neighbors?

“As much as there’s ever going to
be,” said Sal Giarratani, an East Bos-
ton resident and columnist for the
Boston Post Gazette, which bills it-

self as “the Italian American voice of
Massachusetts.” Added Giarratani:
“I don’t consider them the enemy,
not like it was 30 years ago when
people felt they had been invaded.”

Still, when Glynn kicked off the
ceremony by introducing himself,
Fran Riley, a longtime Eastie activist
and Coughlin friend, shouted, “Ev-
eryone start yelling at him!” Her
joke drew chuckles, because every-
one knew the history.

Riley said East Boston’s rela-
tionship with Massport is “a lot
more civilized” than it used to be.
She attributes it partly to better faith
on Massport’s part and partly to the
activists’ understanding that you get
“more with honey than vinegar.”

Problems arise, she said, when-
ever there’s “a power-hungry Mass-
port and employees who think they
can talk down to us and think we’re
stupid — a big mistake.”

The old activists may be dying
and a younger generation may be
moving on. For those who remain,
the airport is not their only concern.
Riley said she and others are ready
to fight a casino.

If it took 40 years to build a by-
pass road, imagine how long it
could take to build a gambling mec-
ca.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter at Joan_Vennochi.
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I
T HAS come to this. Four military
women, each having served in Af-
ghanistan or Iraq, have sued the Pen-
tagon over its combat exclusion

rules. The plaintiffs come from the Rosa
Parks school of activism: They only want
what they deserve. Each one either faced
the enemy, won the Purple Heart, or been
injured by IEDs on the streets of Baghdad
or Kabul. Their legal complaint takes on
the confusing rules that prohibit them
from “combat,” and yet, because of the
nature of warfare today, allow them to
fight. The fact that the military doesn’t
give them credit for fighting limits their
chances for promotion and the opportu-
nity to learn new skills. The combat rules
fool no one, least of all these plaintiffs.

Women are at war.
But enough about them.

The Pentagon has no one else
to blame but itself for the law-
suit. Secretary Leon Panetta,
the named defendant, will
now have to answer their
claims. Defendants have a ten-
dency to miss the big picture
while under legal assault; he
might opt to fight this on pro-
cedural and constitutional
grounds. But there is only one
way for the Pentagon to actu-
ally win this war, a war of their
own making against the wom-
en who constitute 14 percent
of the 1.4 million active mili-
tary personnel, including
280,000 women who have
served in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. The Defense Department
can finally end the exclusion
rules and make the case moot.

In 1994, the Pentagon ad-
opted the rules that exist today.
This means women are barred
from the infantry, armored di-
visions, and special operations.
Because of women’s roles in
the post-9/11 wars, the Penta-
gon budged a little earlier this
year when it opened a handful
of new positions to women. In

doing so, it actually ignored recommen-
dations by an external review committee
to drop the ban altogether.

The combat exclusion rules are an op-
erational disaster. Because of the ban,
women are “attached” to combat units,
but not “assigned” to them; that distinc-
tion is lost in the fog of warfare, as the in-
juries sustained by the plaintiffs show. To
satisfy the exclusion rules, commanders
often go through ridiculous gyrations:
They “reset” the women soldiers by tem-

porarily bringing them back from their
missions to make it look like they are in
supporting roles. The rules are antiquat-
ed, condescending, and unworthy of this
administration.

Right now, meetings are being ar-
ranged by government lawyers in the Pen-
tagon, the White House, and the Justice
Department to discuss how to deal with
the case. There is a battle within the gov-
ernment about the gender exclusion; the
forces of caution have won to date. If they
advance, the Pentagon will probably fall
back on two arguments. First, it will go
after the plaintiffs’ claims that they’ve suf-
fered real harms to their careers. The ar-
gument’s a loser. The plaintiffs are all-
American gun-toting ladies who have
committed themselves to a lifestyle most
of us can’t imagine — except that the Pen-
tagon won’t acknowledge it.

Second, the defense lawyers will cloak
the combat rules in a separation-of-pow-
ers argument that courts shouldn’t mess
with the warriors. It has some merit, but
would still require Panetta to show that
the gender exclusion satisfies an “impor-
tant” governmental interest. And that
would probably oblige Panetta to fall back
on outmoded notions that placing women

in the ranks undermines troop readiness
and cohesion. It’s the kind of operational
argument that non-military lawyers will
hear, and nod, and then — once the gen-
erals are out of the room — say “Can you
believe these guys want us to argue this?”

The Pentagon is ending two wars
while facing a budget crunch. But bring-
ing gender equality to combat is not a big-
ticket item. And change is never a linear
narrative. If history is any indication,
many pioneering women won’t meet the
physical requirements or will choose to
drop out, as cadet Shannon Faulkner did
in 1995 after the Supreme Court forced
The Citadel to end its all-male tradition.
But The Citadel is now 10 percent wom-
en. For the Pentagon, working through an
inevitable change on its own terms is far
preferable to going to trial — and, quite
possibly, losing.

The Pentagon should have rules that
reflect the society it defends — a society
that has already abandoned gender dis-
crimination as public policy.

Let it go.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @ju-
liettekayyem
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aren’t worth defending
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US Army female soldiers with the 2-17 Field Artillery Regiment listen to a briefing as
they prepare to leave on a mission in Ramadi, Iraq, in 2004.
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O
N DEC. 29, the federal program to
extend unemployment insurance
benefits will end, unless Congress
votes to renew it once again. Feder-

al lawmakers have passed 10 such extensions
since 2008, but the financial and social costs
of paying people not to work are too high to
justify extending the program indefinitely.
Congress should go back to the 26-week limit
that prevailed before the recession — but do
so humanely, by giving a single, sizeable
lump-sum payment to those whose benefits
run out in December.

Unemployment insurance has two up-
sides. The main one is that people who are
laid off suffer a little less, which also makes
people who still have jobs feel more secure. A
secondary advantage, widely touted at the
low point of the recession, is that unemploy-
ment insurance gives cash-strapped people
some extra money that they quickly spend —
which in turn helps boost consumer spend-
ing and economic activity.

Yet these benefits involve significant
costs; the most obvious one is that taxpayers
foot the bill. Between 2008 and 2010, unem-
ployment insurance spending swelled from
$43 billion to $157 billion. More important,
though, may be the secondary cost — the in-
centive that extending unemployment insur-
ance creates to spend years out of work.
Since benefits cease when you take a job, un-
employment insurance essentially bribes
people not to work.

The most famous paper documenting this
fact was written by economist Bruce Meyer
20 years ago, who found that unemployment
insurance recipients are three times more
likely to get a job when their benefits are
about to run out. Extending unemployment
insurance always ran the risk of inducing
long-run unemployment, which is particu-
larly harmful if joblessness becomes a per-
manent lifestyle, as it has for many people in
some European nations.

When the Great Recession hit, many poli-
cy makers thought that most unemployed
workers couldn’t find jobs, no matter how
hard they tried; many news outlets high-
lighted the plight of workers who applied un-
successfully for dozens of jobs. Under these
conditions, the argument went, unemploy-
ment insurance extensions would do little to
encourage people to stay unemployed longer.

But unemployment insurance, according
to one recent paper using German data, has
about the same effect in good times and bad
— a relatively moderate increase in the
length of spells of non-employment.

In June 2008, there were 1.6 million
Americans who had been unemployed for
more than 27 weeks. As the recession deep-
ened and unemployment insurance dura-
tions lengthened, the number of long-term
unemployed grew to 6.7 million by April
2010. That figure more than doubles the pre-
vious recorded high of 2.9 million long-run
unemployed reached in 1983. Today, despite
the recovery, the number of long-term unem-
ployed remains over 5 million.

Economists disagree about exactly how
much unemployment insurance extensions
have contributed to this situation. My Har-
vard colleague Robert Barro has argued that
“dramatic expansion of unemployment-in-
surance eligibility to 99 weeks is almost sure-
ly the culprit.” Berkeley’s Jesse Rothstein us-
es the state-level differences in unemploy-
ment insurance policies to assess this view
and finds that “unemployment insurance
benefit extensions raised the unemployment
rate in early 2011 by only about 0.1 to 0.5
percentage points.” It does seem clear that
the benefit extensions have kept at least
some people from finding new work.

Congress now seems to face two bad op-
tions: extending unemployment insurance,
which would increase the government’s fiscal
problems and keep the perverse incentives
that encourage long-run unemployment; or
not renewing the unemployment insurance
extension, which will create hardship for
millions of unemployed workers and their
families. But there is a middle ground.

Instead of renewing the unemployment
insurance extensions or, at the other ex-
treme, letting benefits cease abruptly, Con-
gress can end the extension while also pro-
viding workers who will lose their benefits
with a severance payment — perhaps equal
to three months of coverage. Workers will get
this payment whether they find jobs or not.
The package could be structured as a one-
time payout, which would lower administra-
tive costs and encourage holiday spending,
or as continuation of unemployment insur-
ance payments, which are paid whether the
beneficiary gets a job or not.

A flat payment can aid the unemployed
this winter without encouraging long-run
joblessness. Nothing is more important that
getting people back to work. We should ad-
just any policy, like the continuing series of
unemployment insurance extensions, that
works against that aim.

Edward L. Glaeser, an economist at Harvard,
is the director of the Rappaport Institute for
Greater Boston.
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Severance
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S
URE, ROME wasn’t built in a
day. But did it really have to
take 40 years to build a half-
mile long access route for

commercial traffic headed to Logan
Airport?

This week, the Massachusetts
Port Authority celebrated the open-
ing of the two-lane, $23.5 million
Martin A. Coughlin Bypass Road.
It’s named after a longtime East
Boston activist who first pitched the
bypass concept back in 1972, as a
way to keep cabs, buses, and 18-
wheelers off Eastie streets. Forty
years later — and 12 years after his
death — Coughlin’s idea finally
turned into a stretch of real high-
way.

As his sister, Mary Coughlin
Johnston, cracked in remarks deliv-
ered during Monday’s ribbon-cut-
ting ceremony: “If Martin were here
today, he’d say, ‘Why the heck did
this take so long?’ ”

That question gets asked a lot
around here. T.S. Eliot measured
time in coffee spoons; Massachu-
setts still measures progress that
way. Too often, politics plus revenge
plus institutional inertia keeps wise
proposals on the drawing board and
off the streets, especially in Boston.

In this case, churn at the top was
part of the problem, according to
John Vitagliano, who embraced the
idea first as a Massport board mem-
ber. Through a succession of gover-

nors and Massport executives, “it
was two steps forward and one step
back,” explained Vitagliano, the
chief consultant on the project that
was funded with help from US Rep-
resentative Michael Capuano and
assorted state officials.

Coughlin’s idea
languished during
the era of deepest
hostility between
Eastie and Mass-
port. For years, the
airport grabbed
what it needed and
residents battled
ferociously to hold
onto what was left.
Coughlin was
among those who
led the charge and
kept up the fight.

To protest the
noise and chaos, he
stood in front of
dump trucks head-
ing for Logan in 1968. When airport
opponents slowed traffic to a crawl
by driving 5 miles per hour in 1969,
he was part of the brigade. He was
still fighting Massport in 1999, as
activists tried — unsuccessfully — to
stop Massport’s plans for a new run-
way. When Gloria Larson, then
chairwoman of the Massachusetts
Convention Center Authority, told a
community meeting that delayed
flights meant angry passenger arriv-

als in Boston, Coughlin yelled back:
“I’m angry with 221,000 flights that
are projected for my roof. You want
angry? I’ll show you angry.”

When Coughlin died at 56 in No-
vember 2000, the late Globe colum-
nist Alan Lupo wrote: “He tilted at

windmills . . . He
won a few. He lost a
few. He stayed the
course. He was an
opponent of Logan
Airport expansion
and a proponent
for preserving what
he regarded as the
best of his beloved
neighborhood . . .”

On Monday,
Thomas Glynn, the
latest Massport
CEO and executive
director, said the
new bypass road is
a reminder of the
most important re-

lationship between Massport and
East Boston: “neighbor.” The agency
would strive to be “the good neigh-
bor we’ve often been but not always
been,” he told the crowd.

Does one moment of official
truth-telling mean there’s now peace
between neighbors?

“As much as there’s ever going to
be,” said Sal Giarratani, an East Bos-
ton resident and columnist for the
Boston Post Gazette, which bills it-

self as “the Italian American voice of
Massachusetts.” Added Giarratani:
“I don’t consider them the enemy,
not like it was 30 years ago when
people felt they had been invaded.”

Still, when Glynn kicked off the
ceremony by introducing himself,
Fran Riley, a longtime Eastie activist
and Coughlin friend, shouted, “Ev-
eryone start yelling at him!” Her
joke drew chuckles, because every-
one knew the history.

Riley said East Boston’s rela-
tionship with Massport is “a lot
more civilized” than it used to be.
She attributes it partly to better faith
on Massport’s part and partly to the
activists’ understanding that you get
“more with honey than vinegar.”

Problems arise, she said, when-
ever there’s “a power-hungry Mass-
port and employees who think they
can talk down to us and think we’re
stupid — a big mistake.”

The old activists may be dying
and a younger generation may be
moving on. For those who remain,
the airport is not their only concern.
Riley said she and others are ready
to fight a casino.

If it took 40 years to build a by-
pass road, imagine how long it
could take to build a gambling mec-
ca.

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

JOAN VENNOCHI

Road to peace for East Boston, Massport

CHELSEA

E. BOSTON

Boston Logan
International
Airport

Ch
els
ea
Ri
ve
r

CENTRAL AVE

CH
EL
SE
A S
T.

BR
EM
EN
ST
. LOVELL ST.

E. Boston-
Chelsea
Bypass

90

SOURCE: Massport GLOBE STAFF

1000 FT

I
T HAS come to this. Four military
women, each having served in Af-
ghanistan or Iraq, have sued the Pen-
tagon over its combat exclusion

rules. The plaintiffs come from the Rosa
Parks school of activism: They only want
what they deserve. Each one either faced
the enemy, won the Purple Heart, or been
injured by IEDs on the streets of Baghdad
or Kabul. Their legal complaint takes on
the confusing rules that prohibit them
from “combat,” and yet, because of the
nature of warfare today, allow them to
fight. The fact that the military doesn’t
give them credit for fighting limits their
chances for promotion and the opportu-
nity to learn new skills. The combat rules
fool no one, least of all these plaintiffs.

Women are at war.
But enough about them.

The Pentagon has no one else
to blame but itself for the law-
suit. Secretary Leon Panetta,
the named defendant, will
now have to answer their
claims. Defendants have a ten-
dency to miss the big picture
while under legal assault; he
might opt to fight this on pro-
cedural and constitutional
grounds. But there is only one
way for the Pentagon to actu-
ally win this war, a war of their
own making against the wom-
en who constitute 14 percent
of the 1.4 million active mili-
tary personnel, including
280,000 women who have
served in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. The Defense Department
can finally end the exclusion
rules and make the case moot.

In 1994, the Pentagon ad-
opted the rules that exist today.
This means women are barred
from the infantry, armored di-
visions, and special operations.
Because of women’s roles in
the post-9/11 wars, the Penta-
gon budged a little earlier this
year when it opened a handful
of new positions to women. In

doing so, it actually ignored recommen-
dations by an external review committee
to drop the ban altogether.

The combat exclusion rules are an op-
erational disaster. Because of the ban,
women are “attached” to combat units,
but not “assigned” to them; that distinc-
tion is lost in the fog of warfare, as the in-
juries sustained by the plaintiffs show. To
satisfy the exclusion rules, commanders
often go through ridiculous gyrations:
They “reset” the women soldiers by tem-

porarily bringing them back from their
missions to make it look like they are in
supporting roles. The rules are antiquat-
ed, condescending, and unworthy of this
administration.

Right now, meetings are being ar-
ranged by government lawyers in the Pen-
tagon, the White House, and the Justice
Department to discuss how to deal with
the case. There is a battle within the gov-
ernment about the gender exclusion; the
forces of caution have won to date. If they
advance, the Pentagon will probably fall
back on two arguments. First, it will go
after the plaintiffs’ claims that they’ve suf-
fered real harms to their careers. The ar-
gument’s a loser. The plaintiffs are all-
American gun-toting ladies who have
committed themselves to a lifestyle most
of us can’t imagine — except that the Pen-
tagon won’t acknowledge it.

Second, the defense lawyers will cloak
the combat rules in a separation-of-pow-
ers argument that courts shouldn’t mess
with the warriors. It has some merit, but
would still require Panetta to show that
the gender exclusion satisfies an “impor-
tant” governmental interest. And that
would probably oblige Panetta to fall back
on outmoded notions that placing women

in the ranks undermines troop readiness
and cohesion. It’s the kind of operational
argument that non-military lawyers will
hear, and nod, and then — once the gen-
erals are out of the room — say “Can you
believe these guys want us to argue this?”

The Pentagon is ending two wars
while facing a budget crunch. But bring-
ing gender equality to combat is not a big-
ticket item. And change is never a linear
narrative. If history is any indication,
many pioneering women won’t meet the
physical requirements or will choose to
drop out, as cadet Shannon Faulkner did
in 1995 after the Supreme Court forced
The Citadel to end its all-male tradition.
But The Citadel is now 10 percent wom-
en. For the Pentagon, working through an
inevitable change on its own terms is far
preferable to going to trial — and, quite
possibly, losing.

The Pentagon should have rules that
reflect the society it defends — a society
that has already abandoned gender dis-
crimination as public policy.

Let it go.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @ju-
liettekayyem
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aren’t worth defending
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US Army female soldiers with the 2-17 Field Artillery Regiment listen to a briefing as
they prepare to leave on a mission in Ramadi, Iraq, in 2004.
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in the fog of warfare, as the injuries sustained by the plaintiffs show. 
To satisfy the exclusion rules, commanders often go through 
ridiculous gyrations: They “reset” the women soldiers by temporarily 
bringing them back from their missions to make it look like they are 
in supporting roles. The rules are antiquated, condescending, and 
unworthy of this administration.  

Right now, meetings are being arranged by government 
lawyers in the Pentagon, the White House, and the Justice 
Department to discuss how to deal with the case. There is a battle 
within the government about the gender exclusion; the forces of 
caution have won to date. If they advance, the Pentagon will probably 
fall back on two arguments. First, it will go after the plaintiffs’ claims 
that they’ve suffered real harms to their careers. The argument’s a 
loser. The plaintiffs are all-American gun-toting ladies who have 
committed themselves to a lifestyle most of us can’t imagine — 
except that the Pentagon won’t acknowledge it.  

Second, the defense lawyers will cloak the combat rules in a 
separation-of-powers argument that courts shouldn’t mess with the 
warriors. It has some merit, but would still require Panetta to show 
that the gender exclusion satisfies an “important” governmental 
interest. And that would probably oblige Panetta to fall back on 
outmoded notions that placing women in the ranks undermines troop 
readiness and cohesion. It’s the kind of operational argument that 
non-military lawyers will hear, and nod, and then — once the 
generals are out of the room — say “Can you believe these guys want 
us to argue this?”  

The Pentagon is ending two wars while facing a budget 
crunch. But bringing gender equality to combat is not a big-ticket item. And change is 
never a linear narrative. If history is any indication, many pioneering women won’t meet 
the physical requirements or will choose to drop out, as cadet Shannon Faulkner did in 
1995 after the Supreme Court forced The Citadel to end its all-male tradition. But The 
Citadel is now 10 percent women. For the Pentagon, working through an inevitable 
change on its own terms is far preferable to going to trial — and, quite possibly, losing.  

The Pentagon should have rules that reflect the society it defends — a society that 
has already abandoned gender discrimination as public policy.  

Let it go.  
 

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @juliettekayyem 
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O
N DEC. 29, the federal program to
extend unemployment insurance
benefits will end, unless Congress
votes to renew it once again. Feder-

al lawmakers have passed 10 such extensions
since 2008, but the financial and social costs
of paying people not to work are too high to
justify extending the program indefinitely.
Congress should go back to the 26-week limit
that prevailed before the recession — but do
so humanely, by giving a single, sizeable
lump-sum payment to those whose benefits
run out in December.

Unemployment insurance has two up-
sides. The main one is that people who are
laid off suffer a little less, which also makes
people who still have jobs feel more secure. A
secondary advantage, widely touted at the
low point of the recession, is that unemploy-
ment insurance gives cash-strapped people
some extra money that they quickly spend —
which in turn helps boost consumer spend-
ing and economic activity.

Yet these benefits involve significant
costs; the most obvious one is that taxpayers
foot the bill. Between 2008 and 2010, unem-
ployment insurance spending swelled from
$43 billion to $157 billion. More important,
though, may be the secondary cost — the in-
centive that extending unemployment insur-
ance creates to spend years out of work.
Since benefits cease when you take a job, un-
employment insurance essentially bribes
people not to work.

The most famous paper documenting this
fact was written by economist Bruce Meyer
20 years ago, who found that unemployment
insurance recipients are three times more
likely to get a job when their benefits are
about to run out. Extending unemployment
insurance always ran the risk of inducing
long-run unemployment, which is particu-
larly harmful if joblessness becomes a per-
manent lifestyle, as it has for many people in
some European nations.

When the Great Recession hit, many poli-
cy makers thought that most unemployed
workers couldn’t find jobs, no matter how
hard they tried; many news outlets high-
lighted the plight of workers who applied un-
successfully for dozens of jobs. Under these
conditions, the argument went, unemploy-
ment insurance extensions would do little to
encourage people to stay unemployed longer.

But unemployment insurance, according
to one recent paper using German data, has
about the same effect in good times and bad
— a relatively moderate increase in the
length of spells of non-employment.

In June 2008, there were 1.6 million
Americans who had been unemployed for
more than 27 weeks. As the recession deep-
ened and unemployment insurance dura-
tions lengthened, the number of long-term
unemployed grew to 6.7 million by April
2010. That figure more than doubles the pre-
vious recorded high of 2.9 million long-run
unemployed reached in 1983. Today, despite
the recovery, the number of long-term unem-
ployed remains over 5 million.

Economists disagree about exactly how
much unemployment insurance extensions
have contributed to this situation. My Har-
vard colleague Robert Barro has argued that
“dramatic expansion of unemployment-in-
surance eligibility to 99 weeks is almost sure-
ly the culprit.” Berkeley’s Jesse Rothstein us-
es the state-level differences in unemploy-
ment insurance policies to assess this view
and finds that “unemployment insurance
benefit extensions raised the unemployment
rate in early 2011 by only about 0.1 to 0.5
percentage points.” It does seem clear that
the benefit extensions have kept at least
some people from finding new work.

Congress now seems to face two bad op-
tions: extending unemployment insurance,
which would increase the government’s fiscal
problems and keep the perverse incentives
that encourage long-run unemployment; or
not renewing the unemployment insurance
extension, which will create hardship for
millions of unemployed workers and their
families. But there is a middle ground.

Instead of renewing the unemployment
insurance extensions or, at the other ex-
treme, letting benefits cease abruptly, Con-
gress can end the extension while also pro-
viding workers who will lose their benefits
with a severance payment — perhaps equal
to three months of coverage. Workers will get
this payment whether they find jobs or not.
The package could be structured as a one-
time payout, which would lower administra-
tive costs and encourage holiday spending,
or as continuation of unemployment insur-
ance payments, which are paid whether the
beneficiary gets a job or not.

A flat payment can aid the unemployed
this winter without encouraging long-run
joblessness. Nothing is more important that
getting people back to work. We should ad-
just any policy, like the continuing series of
unemployment insurance extensions, that
works against that aim.

Edward L. Glaeser, an economist at Harvard,
is the director of the Rappaport Institute for
Greater Boston.
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Severance
for the
unemployed

S
URE, ROME wasn’t built in a
day. But did it really have to
take 40 years to build a half-
mile long access route for

commercial traffic headed to Logan
Airport?

This week, the Massachusetts
Port Authority celebrated the open-
ing of the two-lane, $23.5 million
Martin A. Coughlin Bypass Road.
It’s named after a longtime East
Boston activist who first pitched the
bypass concept back in 1972, as a
way to keep cabs, buses, and 18-
wheelers off Eastie streets. Forty
years later — and 12 years after his
death — Coughlin’s idea finally
turned into a stretch of real high-
way.

As his sister, Mary Coughlin
Johnston, cracked in remarks deliv-
ered during Monday’s ribbon-cut-
ting ceremony: “If Martin were here
today, he’d say, ‘Why the heck did
this take so long?’ ”

That question gets asked a lot
around here. T.S. Eliot measured
time in coffee spoons; Massachu-
setts still measures progress that
way. Too often, politics plus revenge
plus institutional inertia keeps wise
proposals on the drawing board and
off the streets, especially in Boston.

In this case, churn at the top was
part of the problem, according to
John Vitagliano, who embraced the
idea first as a Massport board mem-
ber. Through a succession of gover-

nors and Massport executives, “it
was two steps forward and one step
back,” explained Vitagliano, the
chief consultant on the project that
was funded with help from US Rep-
resentative Michael Capuano and
assorted state officials.

Coughlin’s idea
languished during
the era of deepest
hostility between
Eastie and Mass-
port. For years, the
airport grabbed
what it needed and
residents battled
ferociously to hold
onto what was left.
Coughlin was
among those who
led the charge and
kept up the fight.

To protest the
noise and chaos, he
stood in front of
dump trucks head-
ing for Logan in 1968. When airport
opponents slowed traffic to a crawl
by driving 5 miles per hour in 1969,
he was part of the brigade. He was
still fighting Massport in 1999, as
activists tried — unsuccessfully — to
stop Massport’s plans for a new run-
way. When Gloria Larson, then
chairwoman of the Massachusetts
Convention Center Authority, told a
community meeting that delayed
flights meant angry passenger arriv-

als in Boston, Coughlin yelled back:
“I’m angry with 221,000 flights that
are projected for my roof. You want
angry? I’ll show you angry.”

When Coughlin died at 56 in No-
vember 2000, the late Globe colum-
nist Alan Lupo wrote: “He tilted at

windmills . . . He
won a few. He lost a
few. He stayed the
course. He was an
opponent of Logan
Airport expansion
and a proponent
for preserving what
he regarded as the
best of his beloved
neighborhood . . .”

On Monday,
Thomas Glynn, the
latest Massport
CEO and executive
director, said the
new bypass road is
a reminder of the
most important re-

lationship between Massport and
East Boston: “neighbor.” The agency
would strive to be “the good neigh-
bor we’ve often been but not always
been,” he told the crowd.

Does one moment of official
truth-telling mean there’s now peace
between neighbors?

“As much as there’s ever going to
be,” said Sal Giarratani, an East Bos-
ton resident and columnist for the
Boston Post Gazette, which bills it-

self as “the Italian American voice of
Massachusetts.” Added Giarratani:
“I don’t consider them the enemy,
not like it was 30 years ago when
people felt they had been invaded.”

Still, when Glynn kicked off the
ceremony by introducing himself,
Fran Riley, a longtime Eastie activist
and Coughlin friend, shouted, “Ev-
eryone start yelling at him!” Her
joke drew chuckles, because every-
one knew the history.

Riley said East Boston’s rela-
tionship with Massport is “a lot
more civilized” than it used to be.
She attributes it partly to better faith
on Massport’s part and partly to the
activists’ understanding that you get
“more with honey than vinegar.”

Problems arise, she said, when-
ever there’s “a power-hungry Mass-
port and employees who think they
can talk down to us and think we’re
stupid — a big mistake.”

The old activists may be dying
and a younger generation may be
moving on. For those who remain,
the airport is not their only concern.
Riley said she and others are ready
to fight a casino.

If it took 40 years to build a by-
pass road, imagine how long it
could take to build a gambling mec-
ca.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter at Joan_Vennochi.
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I
T HAS come to this. Four military
women, each having served in Af-
ghanistan or Iraq, have sued the Pen-
tagon over its combat exclusion

rules. The plaintiffs come from the Rosa
Parks school of activism: They only want
what they deserve. Each one either faced
the enemy, won the Purple Heart, or been
injured by IEDs on the streets of Baghdad
or Kabul. Their legal complaint takes on
the confusing rules that prohibit them
from “combat,” and yet, because of the
nature of warfare today, allow them to
fight. The fact that the military doesn’t
give them credit for fighting limits their
chances for promotion and the opportu-
nity to learn new skills. The combat rules
fool no one, least of all these plaintiffs.

Women are at war.
But enough about them.

The Pentagon has no one else
to blame but itself for the law-
suit. Secretary Leon Panetta,
the named defendant, will
now have to answer their
claims. Defendants have a ten-
dency to miss the big picture
while under legal assault; he
might opt to fight this on pro-
cedural and constitutional
grounds. But there is only one
way for the Pentagon to actu-
ally win this war, a war of their
own making against the wom-
en who constitute 14 percent
of the 1.4 million active mili-
tary personnel, including
280,000 women who have
served in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. The Defense Department
can finally end the exclusion
rules and make the case moot.

In 1994, the Pentagon ad-
opted the rules that exist today.
This means women are barred
from the infantry, armored di-
visions, and special operations.
Because of women’s roles in
the post-9/11 wars, the Penta-
gon budged a little earlier this
year when it opened a handful
of new positions to women. In

doing so, it actually ignored recommen-
dations by an external review committee
to drop the ban altogether.

The combat exclusion rules are an op-
erational disaster. Because of the ban,
women are “attached” to combat units,
but not “assigned” to them; that distinc-
tion is lost in the fog of warfare, as the in-
juries sustained by the plaintiffs show. To
satisfy the exclusion rules, commanders
often go through ridiculous gyrations:
They “reset” the women soldiers by tem-

porarily bringing them back from their
missions to make it look like they are in
supporting roles. The rules are antiquat-
ed, condescending, and unworthy of this
administration.

Right now, meetings are being ar-
ranged by government lawyers in the Pen-
tagon, the White House, and the Justice
Department to discuss how to deal with
the case. There is a battle within the gov-
ernment about the gender exclusion; the
forces of caution have won to date. If they
advance, the Pentagon will probably fall
back on two arguments. First, it will go
after the plaintiffs’ claims that they’ve suf-
fered real harms to their careers. The ar-
gument’s a loser. The plaintiffs are all-
American gun-toting ladies who have
committed themselves to a lifestyle most
of us can’t imagine — except that the Pen-
tagon won’t acknowledge it.

Second, the defense lawyers will cloak
the combat rules in a separation-of-pow-
ers argument that courts shouldn’t mess
with the warriors. It has some merit, but
would still require Panetta to show that
the gender exclusion satisfies an “impor-
tant” governmental interest. And that
would probably oblige Panetta to fall back
on outmoded notions that placing women

in the ranks undermines troop readiness
and cohesion. It’s the kind of operational
argument that non-military lawyers will
hear, and nod, and then — once the gen-
erals are out of the room — say “Can you
believe these guys want us to argue this?”

The Pentagon is ending two wars
while facing a budget crunch. But bring-
ing gender equality to combat is not a big-
ticket item. And change is never a linear
narrative. If history is any indication,
many pioneering women won’t meet the
physical requirements or will choose to
drop out, as cadet Shannon Faulkner did
in 1995 after the Supreme Court forced
The Citadel to end its all-male tradition.
But The Citadel is now 10 percent wom-
en. For the Pentagon, working through an
inevitable change on its own terms is far
preferable to going to trial — and, quite
possibly, losing.

The Pentagon should have rules that
reflect the society it defends — a society
that has already abandoned gender dis-
crimination as public policy.

Let it go.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @ju-
liettekayyem
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Combat exclusion rules
aren’t worth defending
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US Army female soldiers with the 2-17 Field Artillery Regiment listen to a briefing as
they prepare to leave on a mission in Ramadi, Iraq, in 2004.
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Two of the
plaintiffs in the
suit against the
Pentagon are
Colleen Farrell,
above, a US
Marine Corps
First Lieutenant,
and
Zoe Bedell,
below, a captain
in the US Marine
Corps reserves.


