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WOMEN IN THE ARMY

COMMANDING CHANGE

A leaked letter reignites the debate on women officers

BY SANJIB KR BARUAH

aname largely
unknown in mainland India. But
in the vast Brahmaputra plains of
Assam, she is a revered 16th-century
warrior princess. Enraged by the
treacherous death of her husbhand,
a military general, at the hands
of Turbak Khan, a famed Turkish
general in the army of Sultan Nasrat
Shah of Bengal, Mula took up arms.
Donning her husband's battle attire,
she mounted her war elephant,
Nangjing, and breathed new life into
a dispirited Ahom force. She slew
¥ “~d the Ahoms to victory
T the Bharali river in
ae invaders back to the
/the western border of
\ _adgdom.

Tnesegénd of Mula Gabharu, and
many others like her, exemplifies
the capabilities of women military
leaders. Throughout Indian history,
countless women warriors have
commanded men and wielded
swords with exceptional skill.

SREAKING BARRIERS

Army officers in a high-altitude location
on the northern border
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Yet, traditional bias against
women warriors persists. What if, for
instance, instead of the Indian Air
Force’s Wing Commander Abhinan-
dan Varthaman, it had been a female
pilot whose MiG-21 Bison fighter
was downed in Pakistani territory
in February 2019? Would India have
responded differently to Pakistanis’
capturing her? Would it have escalat-
ed to an all-out war?

How do women leaders navi-
gate the male-dominated military,
where patriarchy prevails and the
“male-bonding” and “band of broth-
ers” ethos is deeply ingrained? It is an
environment where brute strength
often trumps skill, and where, his-
torically, the presence of women has
been seen as a distraction.

Despite these challenges, wom-
en have fought on the front lines
throughout history. However, a
recent “DO" (a demi official letter,
a type of written communication
between officers allowing for a per-
sonal touch) has reignited the debate
surrounding the role of women in
the armed forces. The letter, dated
October 1 and penned by Lieutenant
General Rajeev Puri, general officer
commanding of the Mountain Strike
Corps in Panagarh, West Bengal, to
Lieutenant General Ram Chander
Tiwari, head of the Army’s ~
Command, called fora *
ic performance analysi
female commanding ol
under his command.

Puri’s letter, which quickly we:
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