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Marriage is rarely accorded analytical attention by International Relations (IR)
scholars. By contrast, feminist interrogators of marriage—as an institution and
the site of lived experience—have exposed the reliance of militarists and milita-
ries, and thus the conduct of international politics, on sustaining patriarchal
marriage. By international political sociology taking those feminist interrogations
seriously, we will be able to comprehend the significance of typically trivialized sig-
nals and gestures that otherwise fall through the nets of conventional interna-
tional political analysis. “Military wives” (in all their national, racialized, and status
diversity) prove worthy of serious international sociological attention. No military
base, local or overseas, can be adequately understood without such attention.
Attentiveness to gendered quotidian militarizing dynamics, in turn, will transform
the IR narrative.

“China’s current building of atoll bases in the South China Sea is escalating the
militarization of the entire region.” The analytical assertion rolls easily off the con-
ventional international politics expert’s tongue and is absorbed just as easily in
the ears of most conventional listeners.

Similarly: “Unheeded by most outside observers, US aid has helped militarize
Mexico’s current politics.” While the content of this analytical assessment may be
contested, its discursive form will also come easily to most conventional experts
and appear unexceptional to most listeners.

That is, these two analytical assertions will seem unexceptional to most of those
speakers, and to their listeners, who have managed to remain unaffected by the
past twenty years of feminist theorists’ intellectual interventions into the study of
international politics.

What is notable about both of these assertions is their narrative coherence.
There is a sort of straightforward subject-object/cause-effect structure that gives
force to such a narrative. It confers an aura of authority. The workings of interna-
tional politics may be complex (were they not, there would not be a call for com-
mentaries by “experts”), but there is a presumed coherence.

By contrast, there are international politics’ fragmentations, confusions, si-
lences, resistances, gaps, and sheer messiness—each, and especially when com-
bined, seems to be indigestible for many International Relations commentators.
For feminist-informed students of international political life, though, they are the
very stuff of understanding.

Feminist political theorists, analysts, and researchers have offered us all a fresh
sort of discourse precisely because they have offered us a distinctive sort of

1In thinking through the implications of this study for the practice of International Relations and International
Political Sociology, I have greatly benefited from conversations with Jef Huymans. I also would like to personally
thank Maya Eichler, Teresia Teaiwa, Vron Ware, Alex Hyde, David Vine, Aakriti Pandey, and Tom Gregory for sour-
ces and ideas that have enriched this article.

Enloe, Cynthia (2016) Flick of the Skirt: A Feminist Challenge to IR’s Coherent Narrative. International Political Sociology,
doi: 10.1093/ips/olw017
VC The Author (2016). Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the International Studies Association.
All rights reserved. For permissions, please e-mail: journals.permissions@oup.com

International Political Sociology (2016) 10, 320–331

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ips/article/10/4/320/2613783 by guest on 22 M

ay 2023

Deleted Text: .
Deleted Text: .
Deleted Text: l


attentiveness. They—we—have learned from each other’s work to pay attention to
the throw-away gesture, to the awkward pause, and to the seemingly trivial—or
what feminist investigators more accurately call the trivialized.

Let me dig a bit into this possibility by considering what we miss when we are
inattentive to (perhaps also impatient with) militarized marriages, marriages that
have been and continue to be shaped by the interactions of militarized elite strat-
egies, militarized popular cultures, assorted dynamic patriarchies, myriad racisms
and ethno-centrisms, as well as diverse heterosexisms.

After all, what is messier than marriage? And who on the world stage is more
trivial—worthy of trivialization—than a mere wife?

Recently, I attended a meeting in Halifax, Nova Scotia. It was a meeting-after-
the-meeting. As the formal academic conference was winding down, a group of
local women activists gathered at the university. Sitting on sofas in a small, com-
fortable room and fueled by mugs of tea and plates of fruit, the seven Halifax
women described their years of tracking and publicly challenging militarism in all
its Canadian guises as it played out in one of the country’s most militarized towns.
For two hundred fifty years, Halifax’s economy has risen and slumped with the
cycles of, first, the British navy’s and, now, the Canadian navy’s shipbuilding pro-
grams. Halifax today still hosts several military bases.

Several of these long-time activist women spoke to us of their anti-militarist ef-
forts. Some of the women identified as Anglo Canadian, others as First Nation
Canadian, and still others as French Canadian (none that day were Afro Canadian
or Asian Canadian). They focused their narratives on their peace vigils in the
park fronting the town’s public library. In recent years, their demonstrations had
been protesting then–Prime Minister Stephen Harper’s deployments of Canadian
forces to support the US-led war in Afghanistan. During his 2006–2015
Conservative government, no longer was Canada’s military mandated to prioritize
its UN-led international peacekeeping missions. Instead, during the Harper
government, Canadian soldiers’ blue helmets were exchanged for drab olive
headgear. The Canadian military, according to this government’s vision, was to
become a “real military,” that is, deployed for combat. This represented far more
than a change in federal policymakers’ national security priorities. It amounted to
a shift in the Canadian collective national self-image. Prioritizing combat missions
over international peacekeeping meant denying a core element of the country’s
relationship to the rest of the world, something that distinguished it from its
more militarized neighbor to the south. Activists taking part in the Halifax wom-
en’s peace vigil were part of the resistance to Harper’s controversial attempted
shift.

The women’s vigil site was on the edge of a busy Halifax street. Along with a
steady stream of cars, there was a flow of pedestrians, some of them heading for
the public library. As the activists recalled their vigil, they reminded each other of
the distinctive reactions of military wives.

Halifax is a small city. Many of the local military bases offer housing for male
soldiers’ families and, consequently, while these military wives were civilian
women dressed in civilian attire, they were personally known to many of the activ-
ist women standing vigil. One activist recalled: “I remember when a few of those
women from the bases walked by us they would whisper, ‘I agree with you, but I
can’t let anyone know.’” Another activist joined in: “Yes, but I remember that
when some of these military wives passed near our vigil, they would flick aside the
hems of their skirts, as if they were afraid of being tainted by coming in physical
contact with us.”

This modest Halifax peace vigil became a promising site, I thought, for the at-
tentive. Investigating the militarization of marriages calls for paying close atten-
tion to each step in the process by which many civilian women-as-wives come to
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adopt as their own the war-waging interests and perspectives of both their sol-
dier/sailor husbands and their husbands’ commanders. Paying attention—taking
seriously—the micro gestures at this Halifax vigil site also offers a chance to reveal
how hard it may be for any countries’ militarizers to ensure the success of this
coopting process. While many women flicked away their skirts from anti-militarist
activists, others voiced whispered support.

A flick of a skirt, a whispered word of support—these do not readily make their
ways into most narratives intended to explain how international politics work.
They are all the more difficult to weave into a conventionally coherent IR narra-
tive if they each are performed by a civilian woman who has wandered onto the
stage in the role of a wife. Better to return to Canada’s shift in national foreign
policy priorities.

High theorizing about international politics and noticing the flick of a skirt: po-
tentially, each can enhance international political analysis. Both the crafting of a
theory and the act of noticing are aimed at explaining how and why international
relationships operate the way they do, and with what implications. One cannot, of
course, simply jump from theorizing to noticing, or vice versa. It takes a lot of the-
orizing to assign useful meanings to the flick of a skirt, just as it takes repeated
acts of careful noticing to build up one’s explanation to the level of reliable the-
ory, or even of authoritative commentary.

As a political scientist, I was taught that marriage belonged to the sociologists.
Political scientists, our faculty mentors implied, directed their attentions—their
noticings—to the public arena. That was the arena whose patterns we were trying
to explain; the fodder for our explanations appeared in that same limited arena.
As a corollary, marital relations took place in arenas deemed “domestic” and pre-
sumably “private.” Even a peace vigil staffed by local women amid local women
and men going about their local routines scarcely qualified as a “political” space.
It took me almost two decades of research and teaching to realize that this dichot-
omy between the alleged public sphere and the alleged private sphere hid more
about politics than it revealed.

Credit for the fresh understandings that came from dismantling the artificial
wall between private and public arenas goes chiefly to feminist activists and writ-
ers. They noticed the sorts of inequalities and inequities that distinguished most
domestic spheres and then began tracking not only the consequences, but also
the causes of those inequalities and inequities. And they took their noticings ser-
iously. That is, they did not dismiss them as trivial or as irrelevant to political
analysis.

Feminists such as Mary Wollstonecraft, Josephine Butler, Elizabeth Cady
Stanton, Huda Al Sha’arawi, Virginia Woolf, and Simone de Beauvoir argued—
theorized—that the power relationships created and sustained within marriages
and inside familial households were essential pillars holding up the patriarchal
structures of states, nations, cultural institutions, economies, and international
systems and, they contended, a lot of the beneficiaries of those patriarchal struc-
tures knew it (Badran 1995). The perceptions of each of these theorists, we now
have come (been pushed) to acknowledge, were hindered by the blinders of im-
perialism, classism, and racism. Yet for the readers and listeners during their own
eras, their insights broke down patriarchal walls and opened jammed patriarchal
doors that had sustained the dual political fiction that marriage was not about
power and that states didn’t rely on men’s control of marriages.

Evidence supporting these thinkers’ political analyses took several forms, one
of the most persuasive being the extraordinary efforts those beneficiaries of patri-
archy invested in organizing very particular sorts of relationships between all sorts
of racially, economically, and ethnically diverse women and similarly diverse men:
women as mothers, daughters, wives, mothers-in-law, prostitutes, mistresses, paid
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and unpaid workers, and domestic servants; men as fathers, sons, husbands,
brothel owners, brothel customers, adulterers, police officers, property owners,
paid workers, lawmakers, and judges. Patriarchy has depended on creating and
sustaining an elaborately designed, gendered cat’s cradle. The narrative structure
required to accurately describe this cat’s cradle and its maintenance will not be
simple.

While inattentive, non-feminist political scientists were monitoring elections,
reading the fine print in trade agreements, and eavesdropping on war room de-
bates, these patriarchal actors were devising new self-serving racialized and classed
formulas for controlling marriage, divorce, reproduction, child custody, sexuality,
and inheritance.

It was the feminist “noticing” theorists who prompted me to pull back the cur-
tain on the domestic sphere so that I could see the workings of power inside mar-
riages as more than personal interactions, more than the stuff of folktales, novels,
gossip, and scandals. These were the thinkers who enabled me to see, there in the
myriad domesticated spaces—in the kitchen, in the bedroom, on the household
garden plot, in the brothel—the busy hands of state officials, nationalists, captains
of industry, military commanders, revolutionary strategists, and electoral cam-
paigners. Suddenly the kitchen, bedroom, brothel, and garden plot looked very
political—and very crowded (Enloe 1983).

Most of these early feminist thinkers’ works never make their ways into the syl-
labi of international sociology or international politics courses. That, I think, is a
loss. Instead, these works are read by members of informal women’s book groups
and by those undergraduate and postgraduate students, a majority of them
women, who enroll in intersectionally framed women’s and gender studies
courses. Yet these writers’ works are informed by, and shed light on, international
affairs. Each of these writers was conscious of the international context in which
she was noticing the workings of marriage and was developing her thoughts about
the ways in which marriage is designed to sustain patriarchy; each concluded that
the power dynamics she was exposing played a crucial role in determining the
shape of international affairs, especially militarized relationships.

Each of these thinkers developed a particular narrative style to do justice to
what she had noticed and sought to explain. No two adopted identical writing
forms. In several, one can hear the humor lacing the analysis. Each was aware that
they were addressing not just a national, but an international system.

British thinker Mary Wollstonecraft, for instance, was motivated to write A
Vindication of the Rights of Woman, her 1792 dissection of the domestic and societal
workings of women’s political marginalization and forced dependency, by her wit-
nessing of the French revolution and the gendered assumptions undergirding
some of its most prominent male political philosophers. Wollstonecraft was as
international in her era as is any current Egyptian or Tunisian feminist thinker
dissecting the gendered dynamics of the Arab Spring uprising and suppressions
in their own (Wollstonecraft 2004). Six decades after Wollstonecraft, Josephine
Butler dared to compare the political status of women in “respectable” marriages
to women in prostitution. Butler sought to mobilize British white middle-class
married women in support of their working-class white countrywomen. She did so
as leader of the Anti–Contagious Diseases Acts campaign. Activists inspired by
Butler were intent upon overturning the all-male parliament’s post–Crimean
War’s CD Acts, laws that targeted poor women whom local authorities suspected
of being prostitutes. Male supporters of the CD Acts claimed that these poor wom-
en’s sexual practices endangered the health of British military men and thus the
security of the empire for which they fought. After twenty years of campaigning,
Butler’s Anti–CD Acts campaign won; the still all-male parliament overturned the
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acts, at least as they applied to England (Walkowitz 1980; Levine 2003; Enloe
2014). This was International Politics.

Also writing in the late nineteenth century, American women’s suffrage theorist
Elizabeth Cady Stanton delved into the unequal legal and economic relationships
within state-sanctioned marriage, chiefly among the country’s white women and
men. She became convinced that familial patriarchy was a bulwark against wom-
en’s gaining equality with men in civic life. She waged campaigns for married
women’s rights to property and married women’s rights to divorce. She theorized
that patriarchy did not rest simply on women’s denial of suffrage; patriarchy
rested equally, she theorized, on women’s denial of rights as wives. Elections and
divorce, that is, were best understood as politically mutually dependent.

As a strategist (in partnership with Susan B. Anthony), Stanton was conscious of
the international alliances being built among suffrage thinkers and activists who
were tracking the causal linkages between inequality within households and in-
equality within diverse state systems. Anthony spoke out against American imperi-
alist intervention in the Philippines during the 1890s. Earlier, Stanton herself was
galvanized to work for women’s political rights by taking part in one of history’s
first international social movement gatherings. She crossed the Atlantic to witness
firsthand the marginalization of women by those men, allegedly committed to so-
cial justice, who organized the 1840 World Anti-Slavery Convention in London
(Midgley 1992; Gordon 2009). The transatlantic slave trade, systems of enslaved
labor, racial ideologies, the laws governing prostitution, the institution and prac-
tices of marriage—increasingly, they were discussed simultaneously by anti-slavery
women activists and thinkers. The result: a more and more complex narrative
form.

Of all the narrative forms adopted by these internationally conscious noticing
feminist theorists, Virginia Woolf’s is perhaps the most innovative. One has to
read Three Guineas slowly. It was in the tense 1930s that Woolf was prompted to in-
vestigate the diversities of militarism. The result is her scathing political critique
of the mutually reinforcing causal dynamics between the marginalization of
women (she was explicit in her interrogation of white middle-class English soci-
ety) within families and in the “liberal professions” on the one hand and, on the
other, the masculinized causes of war. Woolf, a successful novelist, had lived
through one world war and was increasingly alarmed at the prospects of another.
She was confident that her intimate male friends would detest Three Guineas—pre-
cisely because she believed that well-meaning men such as her friends John
Maynard Keynes, T. S. Eliot, and Lytton Strachey, and the unthinking women
who depended on them, were willfully oblivious of their own patriarchal complic-
ities in fueling militarization.

Woolf was also speaking with urgency to those increasing numbers of middle-
class women—“daughters of educated men”—who were on the verge of entering
what she described as the procession of professional men. She portrayed their
male colleagues as they, in their bowler hats and carrying their tightly wrapped
umbrellas, walked briskly to their offices over Waterloo Bridge. Waterloo Bridge
was Woolf’s shorthand for Britain’s public sphere. Those women, about to burst
out of their domesticated confines to don robes and uniforms, and thereby to
claim authoritative knowledge and a civic voice, were a source of acute worry to
Woolf.

Woolf certainly was not advocating for a return to feminized marital domesticity,
far from it. Her investigations exposed the patriarchal constraints that such domes-
ticity imposed on both women’s economic autonomy and, just as important, on
women’s intellectual capabilities. Rather, Woolf was questioning whether the only
alternative to patriarchal feminized domesticity was patriarchal masculinized
elitism, of a sort that sustained parochial patriotism and violence-legitimizing
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militarism. Woolf was writing in the decisive year of 1938, while the storm clouds of
war gathered, and just ten years after British women had won the right to vote on
the same terms as men. She was warning women against cooption and complicity.
In her distinctive narrative style, Woolf was urging women to critically assess where
the be-robed and be-medaled masculinized public procession was heading before
they too-eagerly joined it:

On what terms shall we join that procession? Above all, where is it leading us,
the procession of educated men? . . . But, you will object, you have no time to
think; you have your battles to fight, your rent to pay, your bazaars to organize.
That excuse shall not serve you, Madam. As you know from your own experience,
and there are facts that prove it, the daughters of educated men have always done
their thinking from hand to mouth, not under green lamps at study tables in the
cloisters of secluded colleges. They have thought while they stirred the pot, while
they rocked the cradle . . . Let us never cease from thinking—what is this “civiliza-
tion” in which we find ourselves? What are these ceremonies and why should we
take part in them? What are these professions and why should we make money
out of them? Where in short is it leading us, the procession of the sons of edu-
cated men? (Woolf 2006, 76–77)

If Three Guineas is simultaneously a postwar and prewar work of theorizing,
Simone de Beauvoir’s classic work of political theory, The Second Sex, first pub-
lished in France in 1949, can be read as a postwar work of political theory. De
Beauvoir’s archeological dig into the social construction of womanhood was in-
formed by her living through World War II and the Nazi occupation of Paris. Her
wartime experiences prompted de Beauvoir to explore the political in the intim-
ate personal realm and thus to examine women’s societal relegation to positions
of passivity, weakness, and irresponsibility. (de Beauvoir 1989).

Attentively noticing—taking seriously—the international implications of the ap-
parently trivial minutiae of marital politics, therefore, is not new. Today’s analyt-
ical explorations are rooted in feminist political theorizing stretching back at least
to the 1790s. What is new, however, is the fresh up-close investigations by feminist
researchers into specific militarized marriages. Specifically, these scholars are ask-
ing what sorts of political power it is taking in specific times and societal settings
to create—and sustain—militarized marriages. They are following up this ques-
tion with their corollaries: who has what stakes in maintaining each kind of milita-
rized marriage? And: what are the complex, often silent, frequently ambivalent re-
sponses of racially, nationally, and class diverse civilian women to living their lives
within such militarized marriages? (See, for instance, Dagtas 2016; Gray 2016.)
These investigators have developed an intellectual appetite for “the clumsy banal-
ities” that help constitute international politics (Bulmer and Hyde 2015).

Today’s international political system is in part propped up by many different
sorts of militarized marriages. In most of these marriages, it is the husband who is
playing the most explicitly militarized role—not only as a rank-and-file soldier or
a uniformed officer, but also as a nuclear weapons scientist, a civilian defense
strategist, a defense industry engineer, a defense budget–promoting legislator, a
national security intelligence operator, a private security company contractor, or a
non-state militia fighter or fund-raiser for such a militia. Most of these men are
married or hope to be (heterosexually) married. Their manly status—in their
own eyes and in the estimation of their colleagues—depends not just on having
emotional relations with a woman, but on having a wife, a loyal wife. Her wifely
loyalty will be jeopardized if she does not take on the attributes of feminized
militarization.

The women who are or who will become these men’s wives will become milita-
rized to the extent that they willingly absorb their husbands’ aspirations and val-
ues or to the extent that they succumb to the often-intense pressures exerted on
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them to behave as loyally supportive—or at least silent—partners in their hus-
bands’ militarized occupations and endeavors.

To explore these relationships, one will need to craft an analytical attentiveness
to silences, to subtle intimidation, to unofficial rewards, to seemingly offhand ges-
tures, to the dismissive flick of a skirt, to the furtively whispered remark. And then
one will need to craft a narrative style that accurately describes those silences,
pressures, and rewards. Treating states as monolithic actors will not be adequate.
“China is building military bases in the South China Sea” will not be adequate.

Ethnographies seem to be more up to the job. Perhaps that is because their au-
thors believe in the power of close observation and thus give space to descriptive
accounts. Take, for example, ethnographic studies of both US and Russian nu-
clear weapons facilities and their dependent towns. Those studies—their attentive
authors—reveal in detail the extent to which civilian women as militarized wives
are rewarded, policed, and pressured to play their roles in sustaining simultan-
eously their husbands’ and the facilities’ militarized missions. Without being
propped up by patriarchal marriages, gender-curious studies demonstrate, these
facilities would not be able to fulfill their states’ militarized purposes (Gusterson
1996; Brown 2013; Kiernan 2013).

The most obvious of these militarized marriages are those of civilian women
who marry a man in the state’s military. They are commonly—and misleadingly—
referred to as “military wives” (Enloe 1983, 2000, 2014, 2016). Alexandra Hyde
has recently conducted an ethnographic study of “military wives” by obtaining per-
mission to live on a British Army base in Germany. She conducted her research
on civilian women married to male soldiers in an era marked by the British gov-
ernment’s war in Afghanistan. Hyde wanted to explore how these women who
had voluntarily married men in the British army understood their lives as “military
wives” (Hyde 2015). She discovered that the current British military establishment
was constantly refining its policies to make the army’s base “family friendly.” The
government’s goal was to keep these civilian women attached to their soldier-hus-
bands, despite the stresses produced by having to live away from family and
friends in the UK, having to defer daily to their husbands’ command-imposed pri-
orities, and having to take on full responsibilities for childcare when their hus-
bands were deployed to fight in Afghanistan.

Hyde also discovered, however, that the women with whom she shared the or-
dinary daily routines of base life did not think of themselves as mere puppets on
the ends of strings pulled by the military command and Ministry of Defense. Most
of the women Hyde lived among and interviewed told her that they felt as though
they had a certain degree of autonomy to make meaningful choices, even if the
arena for action was constrained by the expectations of the command, their
often-distracted husbands, and of other wives on the base. Particularly noticeable
to these women was the influence of the men’s ranking structure: a wife’s on-base
responsibilities were expected to expand when her husband gained a military pro-
motion. Such expectations proved hard to resist. Ministry civil servants and her
husband’s uniformed commanders did not need to apply pressure directly. It was
their soldier-husbands and other military wives on the base who imposed rank-
defined expectations on wives. Fulfilling these wifely expectations was assumed to
keep the army’s base running smoothly, which was defined as a matter of national
security. Alexandra Hyde interviewed a woman she calls Jane whose husband had
been promoted to senior officer rank:

Hyde: Have you avoided becoming a stereotypical [senior soldier’s] wife?

Jane: Yes, I’ve tried to be true to myself, I’ve done as much as I can, my family are my
first priority . . . There are a couple of things I haven’t done that my predecessors
did [laughs], which is go and deliver plants—welcome plants—to new people, and
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go and knock on their doors. And I tried to do it initially . . . I hated it so I stopped
doing it . . . It wasn’t me, so I thought sod it, I don’t care! . . .

Hyde: Does [your husband] accept that?

Jane: Yes he does, sometimes I say oh “I don’t want to go to coffee morning [with
other military wives], I get fed up with it” and he’ll say “just keep doing it Jane, just
keep showing your face, please, while I’m [in this job]” . . . There is rumor that de-
pending on how your wife is and how she behaves depends on how further up the
ladder you go. Whether or not there’s any truth in that whatsoever I have no idea at
all but that’s the rumor. (Hyde 2015, 102)

How does a researcher go about studying militarism and military institutions?
How does one reveal what it has taken for the British government to join the US-
led military operations in Afghanistan? One notices who delivers welcome plants
to whom. One notices which rumors have impacts on whose gendered relation-
ships with whom. And one tracks the implications of both—for particular women,
for particular men, and for militaries in any particular historical circumstances.

Although these women had had to give up the chances of pursuing careers
commensurate with their own education, most of the women Hyde interviewed
said that they felt they could be of use and form supportive, if short-term, friend-
ships with other military wives on the base. The majority of women, despite not
being technically members of the regiment, also seemed to gain some emotional
satisfaction from being part of the “regimental family.” This British regionally
identified regiment had worked hard for generations to sustain a sense of collect-
ive pride and belonging that now extended beyond its soldiers to their wives.
Wollstonecraft, Butler, Stanton, Woolf, and de Beauvoir likely would have listened
to these British, twenty-first-century civilian women with some dismay. They had
won the right to vote on equal terms with their husbands, although there was no
evidence of how independent each woman felt when she cast her ballot in
Britain’s parliamentary elections. These wives of soldiers were not walking across
Waterloo Bridge in Woolf’s masculinized “procession”; that is, their complicity in
militarization did not take the form of donning robes or proudly wearing combat
ribbons. These contemporary women, instead, were playing their expected femi-
nized supportive roles as wives, cheering and caring for their husbands from the
sidelines. Still, these women did think; they gave considerable thought to this role
of military wife. They weighed its rewards and disadvantages. While there were oc-
casional divorces, and there was a general longing among these women to be
home, there was no rebellion. As a cost-cutting measure, the Ministry of Defense
would soon close down its base in Germany. That was a relief. But the militariza-
tion of marriages would continue to require constant official attentiveness and
required policy action. For the present, from the ministry’s perspective, the pro-
cess seemed to be successful.

The majority of women Hyde observed and interviewed were white and UK-
born. Nevertheless, the women married to British soldiers stationed on the base
in Germany were not homogeneous. They differed most by age, by the numbers
of and ages of their children, and by status according to their husbands’ military
ranks. But these women also differed by ethnicity. There were a few Fijian women,
as well as white UK-born women, living side by side as military wives. Hyde found,
however, that most of these Fijian women married to Fijian men serving as sol-
diers in the British regiment felt only tangentially part of the regiment’s daily so-
cial life and carefully honed culture.

By the time the British Army went to war in Afghanistan in late 2001, its ranks
included growing numbers of men (and a few women) recruited from the
Commonwealth. In her studies of the genderings of Fiji’s militarization, re-
searcher Teresia Teaiwa has noted that Fijian women as military wives today try to
assess which is better for their families—their husbands soldiering for Fiji’s
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military (and perhaps gaining extra pay when they are sent overseas on UN peace-
keeping missions), soldiering for the British Army, or soldiering for the burgeon-
ing globalized private military companies, whose recruiters see ethnic Fijian men
as prime enlistees. These Fijian women are practical about marriage. They weigh
the advantages and the costs of each militarized option for themselves, their hus-
bands, and their children.2

For those women whose husbands have enlisted in the British Army, a chief
cost may come in the form of social isolation. Vron Ware, a British researcher, has
investigated the lives of Commonwealth men—from Nepal, Fiji, Ghana, and
Jamaica—who joined the British Army during the years of the war in Afghanistan,
and of their wives, who followed them to Britain (Ware 2012). Many of these
women discovered that there were constraints they could not have foreseen when
they made their initial marital calculations. One Fijian military wife, Kasa,
described the culture shock attendant to migrating from Fiji to Britain with her
soldier-husband:

At home we always can get food. Here the poor wife takes her children to school
and sits at home. Most work in care homes, that’s all they can do. They are well
above that level. In fact, most wives, their educational background is higher than
their husbands’. Most of us gave up good jobs back home—in banks, government,
airlines, highly qualified jobs. We are doing nothing here. (Ware 2012, 211)

Britain’s Ministry of Defense, whose officials since the 1990s had calculated that
recruiting men from Commonwealth countries was an efficient strategy for filling
the army’s ranks at a time when the forces’ local resources were overstretched, did
not invest a great deal of thought in these men’s spouses. They imagined, instead,
that these women would find their own ways of coping. That neglect was part of the
government’s national defense efficiency formula. They were caught off-guard
when some of these Fijian and Nepalese women began to speak out in public.

State militaries are constantly refining their basing formulas, at home and
abroad. Each basing configuration requires a distinct form of militarized marriage
politics. It is all too easy to imagine that women married to the state’s soldiers are
chiefly interesting insofar as they must adjust to, cope with, any state’s military
strategy. Gender impact analysis is, of course, an important scholarly and political
undertaking. Feminist theorizing, however, is about more than consequences. It
is about causes. Wollstonecraft, Butler, Stanton, Woolf, and de Beauvoir have
taught us to track the causal drivers of power systems. They have argued that to
explain how and why power operates the ways it does, one must take seriously the
workings of patriarchy. That is, one (we) must invest intellectual energy in investi-
gating how surprisingly flexible power systems that privilege certain forms of mas-
culinities, while subjugating all forms of femininity, are created and then sus-
tained. To do this, they discovered, the straight-line narrative is not sufficient.

Thus, in analyzing over time the politics of marriages in any state—or interna-
tional mobilized and commanded—military, it is not enough simply to explore
how women adjust to each new state basing strategy. Instead, we need to be curi-
ous about how women married to soldiers think about and interact with their soci-
ety’s feminist movements. Simultaneously, we need to pay attention to each state
military’s strategists as they go about designing and redesigning systems that en-
able their male soldiers (in the early 2000s, no state military has even a fourth of
its full-time active duty ranks filled with women soldiers) to fulfill their masculi-
nized desire to marry and yet, simultaneously, control those soldiers’ wives so they
do not compromise the military’s statist mission. This has become harder to do as
more and more of those women have had access to secondary and even university
educations, as more women have absorbed ideas about the advantages of having

2Teresia Teaiwa, Victoria University, Wellington, in conversation with the author, Nadi, Fiji, July 5, 2015.
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their own paid jobs, being free to seek a divorce, and exercising the full range of
citizens’ rights.

States are not the only authorities running military bases. Currently, the UN
Security Council’s state members are authorizing multiple military peacekeeping
operations, each calling on member states to contribute contingents of their own
soldiers to serve overseas under UN command. Family members do not accom-
pany these UN soldiers. Every UN peacekeeping operation depends on women as
military wives accepting lives as de facto single mothers at home. In August 2015,
there were sixteen UN peacekeeping missions, operating from the Sinai to South
Sudan. Those missions were being carried out by 90,889 uniformed soldiers (as
well as 13,550 police officers and 1,806 military observers), a majority of whom
were from less economically developed countries (United Nations 2015). Despite
external pressures by women’s advocates to integrate more women into the UN’s
peacekeeping operations, in 2014, of all these UN peacekeeping military person-
nel, 97 percent were men, while only 3 percent were women. (United Nations
2014). Many of those men on the ground carrying out the UN Security Council’s
state members’ military mandates were married. Extra pay earned on overseas
missions was intended to be sufficient to support families back home and thereby
earn the cooperation of these soldiers’ wives.

We know woefully little about those women and what it has taken to keep them
supportive of their blue-helmeted husbands’ foreign deployments. The conven-
tional narrative crafted by commentators speaks only of the “Troop Contributing
Countries” (TCCs). It does not have the capacity to look into, much less explain,
the causal dynamics that involve peacekeeping male soldiers’ relationships with
their wives and the efforts of particular governments to influence those relation-
ships so they can deploy their troops on peacekeeping missions. As more reports
have surfaced of male peacekeeping soldiers’ engagement in sexual abuses while
deployed abroad, it is likely that those marital dynamics have become more, not
less, complicated. The skills required for reliable IR analysis will have to become
all the more sophisticated.

In this same era of international militarized politics, several major military
powers have been altering their military domestic and overseas basing and deploy-
ment strategies. In the name of anti-terrorism, French military planners have ex-
panded their military’s operations in French-speaking Africa, their largest base
being in Mali. The British government has been shrinking its overseas military
bases, though not its militarized foreign policy. The Chinese government’s na-
tional security officials are building new military facilities on coral reefs in the
South China Sea, while also seeking military access to facilities in the South
Pacific. Under Vladimir Putin, the Russian military has secured its expansive navy
base in Sevastopol by forcibly annexing the Crimea. Simultaneously, it has reacti-
vated its navy base at the port of Tartus on the western coast of Syria. Each of
those French, Russian, and Chinese military bases can be adequately understood
only if their racialized, gendered, interlocking politics of marriage and prostitu-
tion are investigated.

The US government, whose military has the world’s most globalized network of
military bases, has been negotiating new basing agreements with multiple govern-
ments at the same time as it has been designing new sorts of military bases. Thus,
as basing scholar David Vine has revealed, in 2015 the US Defense Department
operates full-fledged military bases in Turkey, Okinawa, South Korea, Djibouti,
Diego Garcia, South Korea, Colombia, Bahrain, Honduras, Australia, Iraq, and
Guam. At the same time, the Defense Department has created scores of infrastruc-
turally and socially less visible “lily pad” or “light footprint” military bases—in
Kenya, Burundi, Uganda, Liberia, Aruba, and Jordan (Vine 2015). Family housing
and services are being shrunk by the Defense Department designers, or disposed
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of altogether, on all these bases. The effect is the intensification of the masculi-
nized militarized climate on each base and, necessarily, the escalation of state de-
mands on those women married to the deployed and contracted men left behind
to accept longer stretches of single motherhood at home.

In the Gulf state of Djibouti alone, in 2016, there are Spanish, French, and US
military bases, with the Chinese soon to arrive. Each of these overseas bases is
markedly masculinized, several combining masculinized troops with masculinized
contractors. It is not clear what proportion of these uniformed and civilian milita-
rized men working in Djibouti are married. But Dutch feminist journalists have
documented widespread prostitution, dependent on the exploitation of refugee
Somali and Sudanese girls and women stranded in Djibouti (Terlingen and Kooy
2016). Prostitution, marriage, and militaries—feminists have learned to always in-
vestigate the relationships of each to the other in making visible the actual work-
ings of international politics.

These current US, as well as Russian, French, British, and Chinese, overseas
military basing formulas and their complementary deployment strategies are built
on—rely upon—the patriarchal assumption that most deployed male soldiers are
able to leave wives and children thousands of miles behind for weeks and months
without those same male soldiers being distracted by their wives’ divorce filings
(Vine 2015). To say that any state relies on patriarchal relationships to fashion
and implement its national security doctrine is to talk about multi-stranded caus-
ations, not merely impacts.

Most IR narratives treat civilian women married to male soldiers as trivial sub-
jects. These narrators presume that such actors—their ambitions, their coping
strategies, their resistances, their whispers—to have nothing to do with the politics
of national security, the politics of militarization, or the politics of securitization.
These women thereby become mere intellectual marginalia. Such imaginings en-
able most commentators to craft what they deem—and their listeners consider—
coherent narratives.

Such imaginings allow the analyst to concentrate on the more intellectually sat-
isfying alleged Big Picture. Both encourage analysts to pay no attention to the
flick of the skirt, the whispers of support, to treat the delivery of welcome plants,
attendance at wives’ morning coffees, or homebound isolations as if they had no
theoretical import. But all those refusals to notice are risky. For what if militariz-
ers’ attempts to control women in marriages—and women’s responses to those ef-
forts—are crucial to conducting both domestic and overseas military operations?

The opposite of coherence is not incoherence. Rather, an alternative to easy
coherence is a narrative that can cope with the fragmentations, the gaps, the si-
lences, and offhand gestures with which international politics is riddled. This is a
way of investigating and talking about international politics that is undaunted by
wives.
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