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ENCOUNTERS WITH THE MILITARY: TOWARDS A FEMINIST ETHICS OF CRITIQUE? 

INTRODUCTION 

This conversation grows from a panel held at the IFJP conference in May 2013, when we started 

talking about our experiences of conducting fieldwork with or around the British military, and the 

methodological and ethical issues these experiences raised. The panel revealed some pertinent 

shared experiences and topics worthy of further discussion, in particular in relation to issues around 

the importance of fieldwork for international relations and for feminist critical military studies, 

notions of insider/outsider status and the civil-military divide, and the ethics of critique. This was 

such a fruitful, inspiring and reassuring panel, which created such a fantastic space to share 

successes, failures, concerns, and strategies that confronted the experience of doing research on 

such a rich and complex institution as the military, that we wanted to continue in the hope that we 

can open up yet more, wider conversationsi.   

To contextualise our positions before we go on, it seems appropriate to include some brief details 

aďout the Ŷatuƌe of eaĐh peƌsoŶ͛s ǁoƌk. Catherine Baker, after joining a research project on 

languages and the military as a postdoctoral researcher, conducted more than 50 oral history 

interviews during the course of the project with former peacekeepers and civilian linguists who had 

been involved in peace operations in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Victoria Basham researches issues of 

gender, race, class and sexuality in the British armed forces and has carried out focus groups, one-to-

one interviews and ethnographic research with a broad range of members of the military 

community. “aƌah Bulŵeƌ͛s doĐtoƌal ƌeseaƌĐh iŶǀestigated attitudes toǁaƌds seǆualitǇ ǁithiŶ the 

Royal Navy, aŶd heƌ ĐuƌƌeŶt pƌojeĐt eŶgages ǁith ǁaƌ ǀeteƌaŶs iŶ BƌitaiŶ. Haƌƌiet GƌaǇ͛s oŶgoiŶg PhD 
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research focuses on intimate partner abuse in the British military community, and involves in-depth, 

semi-structured interviews with victim-survivors, perpetrators, and support staff working in a range 

of capacities, both military and civilian. AleǆaŶdƌa HǇde͛s PhD research is an ethnography of a British 

Army regiment based overseas, from the perspective of women married to servicemen, which 

involved six months͛ participant observation living on a military camp in Germany. Drawing on these 

experiences, we came together to discuss some of the issues raised and to reflect upon how they 

continue to frame our identities and our practices as researchers in the broad field of critical military 

studies.  

CLOSE ENCOUNTERS OF A MILITARY KIND 

Alexandra Hyde (AH): I͛ǀe just ǁƌitteŶ doǁŶ iŶ Đapital letteƌs the idea of ͚encounters͛ - ǁe͛ǀe all had 

very different encounters with the military. Encounters implies a kind of immediacy and an 

experiential aspect to doing the research, conducting fieldwork – the dynamics of travelling to a 

place or being in the room with research participants, meeting people face to face. The idea of 

͚eŶĐouŶteƌs͛ also speaks to soŵethiŶg ƌespoŶsiǀe foƌ ŵe, it allows for the fact that our experiences 

are bound to be subjective.  

Victoria Basham (VB): Yes; this idea of ͚eŶĐouŶteƌs͛, of phǇsiĐallǇ goiŶg aŶd iŶteƌaĐtiŶg ǁith people 

and doing fieldwork, is something that I͛ŵ ƌeallǇ keeŶ to reflect on. Sarah and I have been talking 

ƌeĐeŶtlǇ aďout hoǁ a lot of the ǁoƌk iŶ iŶteƌŶatioŶal ƌelatioŶs that ǁe͛ǀe ƌead, iŶĐludiŶg a lot of 

feminist work which is really valuable and interesting, seems somehow devoid of people. It͛s Ŷot 

that they are missing altogether of course. Mainstream IR is populated by insights from and into the 

actions of elite actors, and more critical work, particularly feminist scholarship, sheds necessary light 

on the diverse lived conditions of possibility of different social actors. However, fieldwork is still 

soŵeǁhat of aŶ aŶoŵalǇ iŶ I‘. As a ƌesult, I͛ŵ ofteŶ left ǁoŶdeƌiŶg if the stoƌies ǁe tell aƌe too 
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͚Ŷeat͛ aŶd ǁheƌe the messiness of people͛s liǀes has goŶe.  I think that these questions are also to do 

with critical military studies as a field that is particularly enriched by fieldwork. Not to try and draw 

ďouŶdaƌies aƌouŶd it oƌ to suggest that ĐƌitiĐal ŵilitaƌǇ studies isŶ͛t aŶǇthiŶg that doesŶ͛t iŶǀolǀe 

fieldwork, or even that fieldwork is always better or always necessary, but, given that we͛ǀe all doŶe 

fieldǁoƌk aŶd that a lot of people iŶ I‘ aĐtuallǇ doŶ͛t do fieldǁoƌk, ǁhat does that ŵeaŶ? I thiŶk 

there is an interesting methodological pluralism inherent in broadly critical ways of engaging with 

the military; a desire to engage with people in interpersonal situations that comes with asking 

critical questions about the military writ large.  

Sarah Bulmer (SB): I agree with Victoria. I worry that we spend an awful lot of time talking about the 

challenges and problems that fieldwork brings, and of course, it does. But it is precisely in the 

discomfort, the unease, and the ethical quandaries that these encounters with the military are so 

valuable.   

Harriet Gray (HG): For me, fieldwork - in terms of involving people in the research that I do - is a 

really important part of doing feminist critical military studies. This is because dominant ideas about 

militaries, what they are for, and how they should/do work, are so often de-personalised in that they 

are removed from the level of people and their everyday interactions. We talk about big strategic 

concepts as if they have nothing to do with people, as if they could exist independently of our own 

beliefs and actions. In addition we talk about these concepts as if they are un-gendered, whereas 

they seem to me to be deeply embedded in gendered ideas, and this gendering plays a central role 

iŶ theiƌ ŶoƌŵalisatioŶ. IŶ deĐidiŶg to do fieldǁoƌk, ǁhat I͛ŵ tƌǇiŶg to do is to look at the leǀel of 

everyday interactions within the family and to draw links between these mundane gendered 

performances and larger, supposedly inevitable structures and strategic concepts. Following Enloe 

(2000, 3), I want to argue that we cannot fully understand the larger structures of militarism without 

taking seriously the gendered configurations of everyday life upon which they rely. And this is what 
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I͛ŵ tƌǇiŶg to do uŶdeƌ the uŵďƌella of ĐƌitiĐal ŵilitaƌǇ studies; to ĐhalleŶge ouƌ de-personalised 

assumptions by looking at their reliance on the level of the personal everyday, and showing how this 

then changes the fundamental questions we need to be asking. 

AH: AŶd thiŶkiŶg aďout ͚the field͛ aŶd eǀeƌǇdaǇ soĐial ƌelatioŶs has ƌeallǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt iŵpliĐatioŶs for 

interdisciplinary research methodologies – for example in introducing ethnographic or sociological 

approaches to research that is also intended to address concerns (and audiences) within IR as a 

disĐipliŶe. I͛ŵ ǀeƌǇ aǁaƌe of haǀiŶg ĐoŶduĐted ǁhat eŶded up ďeiŶg a ǀeƌǇ ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶal 

ethnography in many ways, and the challenges of remaining alert to the kind of power relations and 

perspectives an ethnography can reproduce. One interesting aspect of the traditional ethnographic 

approach of my project was its location in-a-place-called-overseas. This was crucial for what I 

wanted to draw out about how the Regimental community re-assembled and re-constructed its 

phǇsiĐal, ŶatioŶal, soĐial aŶd Đultuƌal ďouŶdaƌies. But iŶ the seŶse that I͛ǀe Ŷoǁ ƌetuƌŶed fƌoŵ ͚the 

field͛ aŶd aŵ ͚ǁƌitiŶg up͛ ŵǇ ethŶogƌaphǇ, it͛s Ƌuite easǇ foƌ ŵe to fall iŶto the trap of looking back 

oŶ ŵǇ fieldǁoƌk as if it ǁas sealed off iŶ aŶotheƌ tiŵe aŶd plaĐe. That͛s aŶ iŶteƌestiŶg dǇŶaŵiĐ iŶ 

itself when part of my argument is about the paradoxical conditions of fluidity and fixity that 

ĐhaƌaĐteƌise ͚aƌŵǇ life͛ and create a ƌaŶge of ǁhat I͛ŵ ĐalliŶg militarised mobilities. It raises the 

possibility that some of my experiences and attitudes have come to mirror those of my research 

participants: many people spoke about intense but transient friendships created in the geographical 

and temporal moment of a posting, which neither party expects to endure for example.  But as the 

narrative I write freezes the research participants in a certain time and place, ŵǇ tiŵe ͚iŶ the field͛ 

represents a very short period in the cycle of deployments and postings for the military families who 

move on to the next one and continue to live that reality. 

Catherine Baker (CB): I͛ŵ thiŶkiŶg aďout the ŵethodologiĐal diŵeŶsioŶ of ouƌ eŶĐouŶteƌs - there are 

differences in duration and degree of embodied iŵŵeƌsiǀeŶess aŵoŶg the ŵethods ǁe͛ǀe eaĐh 
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used. But even an encounter that is short in terms of time can involve an intense and intimate 

rapport (maybe the very act of deep listening almost requires that), and the affective politics of that 

encounter doŶ͛t ŶeĐessaƌilǇ dissipate iŵŵediatelǇ afteƌǁaƌds just ďeĐause the eŶĐouŶteƌ didŶ͛t go 

oŶ foƌ ǀeƌǇ loŶg. AŶd theŶ of Đouƌse theƌe͛s all the ͚Đoƌƌidoƌ talk' that oŶe eǆpeƌieŶĐes as a 

researcher, which is a different dimension of encounter in a way (as in it's not something we've 

made happen for the sake of getting 'data' as a result of it).  

AH: Yes absolutely, encounters can spill over beyond the official time or place where they are 

͚ĐoŶduĐted͛. AŶd theǇ ĐaŶ eǆist iŶ ŵaŶǇ diffeƌeŶt foƌŵs – the official and the unofficial encounter, 

the iŶteƌǀieǁ iŶ soŵeoŶe͛s hoŵe ǀeƌsus theiƌ offiĐe; oƌ fieldǁoƌk eŶĐouŶteƌs that aƌe eŵďedded iŶ 

the everyday life of participant observation (for example, my encounters with the military include 

running a cake stall and taking paƌt iŶ a ͚FitŶess Fiesta͛ ǁeekeŶdͿ. The idea of spillover is interesting 

in relation to research on the military specifically – it reminds me of militarisation as a way of 

understanding the depth and scope of military power, how it spreads, the transformations it entails 

and the vectors of power it works with, such as gender of course. Except that spillover implies the 

existence of a boundary that is breached, which I guess leads to some interesting reflections on the 

nature of the (false?) division between the military and civilian.  

VB: One of the things that struck me while the rest of you were talking is that although the research I 

did was quite a long time ago - in terms of that kind of very entrenched embedded ethnographic 

style -  it͛s ďeĐause of that ǁoƌk that I͚ǀe had so ŵaŶǇ ŵoƌe eŶĐouŶteƌs ǁith the ŵilitaƌǇ community 

since. My first experience of researching the military continues to shape all the subsequent 

encounters I͛ǀe had aŶd iŶdeed, ofteŶ eŶaďles theŵ to happeŶ. When I meet with veterans through 

ǁoƌk I͛ŵ doiŶg ǁith aĐtiǀist gƌoups, foƌ eǆaŵple, I haǀe a laŶguage that I͛ŵ aďle to shaƌe ǁith them; 

there is a sense that I understand their world to some extent, or at least as far as a civilian can 

expect to. Whetheƌ it͛s ǁith ŵilitaƌǇ peƌsoŶŶel, veterans, defence journalists, civil servants, policy 
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ǁoŶks, oƌ aŶtiŵilitaƌist aĐtiǀists aŶd ĐaŵpaigŶeƌs, it͛s ďeĐoŵe Đleaƌeƌ to ŵe that the iŶitial 

encounters I had with British soldiers were not ͚contained͛ and that they cannot be confined to the 

past. As you become known as someone who ǁoƌks ͚oŶ the ŵilitaƌǇ͛, fuƌtheƌ eŶĐouŶteƌs eŶsue aŶd 

are shaped by past ones.  Recently, I͛ǀe had a lot of eŶĐouŶteƌs ǁith ƌetiƌed ŵilitaƌǇ peƌsoŶŶel, 

defence-faĐiŶg Điǀil seƌǀaŶts aŶd ǁhat I ĐoŶsideƌ ͚ŵilitaƌǇ fƌieŶdlǇ͛ aĐadeŵiĐs. At tiŵes I feel a ďit 

like how I imagine that Carol Cohn (1987) may have done when she was researching Cold War 

defeŶĐe iŶtelleĐtuals. I͛ŵ eŶĐouŶteƌiŶg all this talk about war and military strategy that is articulated 

in the most abstract of terms, so ƌeŵoǀed fƌoŵ the ǀioleŶĐe iŶheƌeŶt to it. I͛ŵ especially fascinated 

by the gendered politics of this. The assumption is that only a supposedly rational, focused and 

highly reactive mode of thinking about the military and security is relevant and thus deserves to be 

listened to, deserves to inform policy, and increasingly, deserves to shape teaching and research 

agendas. I have noticed the validation of this kind of thinking, of the normalcy of denigrating any 

attempts to engage with the emotional, the complex and the reflective dimensions of war, in a 

number of ways recently. For example, at a conference on private military security, contractors told 

aĐadeŵiĐs aŶd NGO ǁoƌkeƌs that theiƌ ƋuestioŶs aďout pƌofitiŶg fƌoŵ ǁaƌ ǁeƌe ͚iŶappƌopƌiate͛ oƌ 

deŶied theŵ ďǇ oŵissioŶ thƌough iŶsistiŶg ǁe ͚ƌetuƌŶ to the iŵpoƌtaŶt issues͛ at haŶd. AŶotheƌ 

example is that in a discussion of ways to teach applied strategy, concerns about ensuring students 

had adequate time for careful reflection were dismissed as cateƌiŶg to ͚gatherers͛ not the ͚huŶteƌs͛ 

that the course aimed to recruit (a highly sloppy analogy given that hunters would have starved 

without gatherers). Though I aŵ still aďle to ŵaiŶtaiŶ that ŵǇ ƌeseaƌĐh has ͚poliĐǇ ƌeleǀaŶĐe͛ ďǇ 

virtue of my military encounters and all the encounters that they have since engendered, the 

pƌoŵotioŶ of the ͚ƌatioŶal iŶtelleĐtual͛ ƌisks positioning my own work on security, and that of many 

of my colleagues, as outside the realm of policy relevance and therefore beyond relevance of any 

kind. And yet, at the same time, as I͛ǀe said, it is by virtue of having had some proximity to the 

ŵilitaƌǇ estaďlishŵeŶt that I͛ǀe ďeeŶ pƌiǀǇ to these ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶs at all. Theƌe͛s a taĐit assuŵptioŶ 
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that I must know relevance when I see it, that I must have tried to be relevant, even if I cannot 

alǁaǇs sustaiŶ that ageŶda. I aŵ Ŷeitheƌ fƌieŶd Ŷoƌ foe ďut stƌaŶgeƌ iŶ BauŵaŶ͛s teƌŵs (1991) and 

that often elicits ambivalence over what to make of me during these encounters.  

SB: But isŶ͛t this ǁhat feminist research is about? Engaging the military community in a genuine 

dialogue that deepens our understandings of militarisation and war, and actively intervening in 

those processes and subjecting them to critique – for me this is at the heart of feminist praxis. And 

yes, it can be uncomfortable and awkward, and there is a fine line between being complicit in 

military processes and critiquing them when you engage in this type of work. Personally, I look for 

points of connection with the people I want to engage with and go from there. For example, over 

the past year I have been working with a former Royal Marine who is now a researcher and 

counsellor of war veterans. There is a lot of synergy between us in terms of wanting to foreground 

the lived experiences of veterans in our research. However, his critique of the treatment of veterans 

by society (this includes the government and the military institution) does not extend to a critique of 

ŵilitaƌisŵ peƌ se, as it does foƌ ŵe. This isŶ͛t a pƌoďleŵ aŶd thƌough working with him I have 

continued to question a lot of my own assumptions, it͛s a ǀeƌǇ pƌoduĐtiǀe ƌelatioŶship. I see him first 

and foremost as a person, Ŷot the ͚oďjeĐt͛ of ŵǇ ƌeseaƌĐh aŶd I thiŶk this is ǀeƌǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt. This is 

why the ĐoŶĐept of ͚the eŶĐouŶteƌ͛ resonates with me, as it suggests a dialogic, exploratory and 

creative potentiality which is inherent to this mode of praxis.  

͚CIVVIES͛ ENCOUNTE‘ THE MILITA‘Y: QUESTIONING THE NOTION OF A CIVIL-MILITARY DIVIDE 

HG: One of the things I think is particularly interesting about research encounters which take place in 

a military context is the ways in which they highlight the permeability and fluidity of what is often 

referred to as the civil-military divide, as well as attempts to fix these boundaries in particular ways. 

While none of us have served in the military ourselves it seems that our experiences of the research 
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encounters, and the process of negotiating access to participants in the first place, have been 

shaped by our own multiple and fluid loĐatioŶs oŶ the sĐale of ͚iŶsideƌ͛ aŶd ͚outsideƌ͛ iŶ ƌelatioŶ to 

the military institution and to our research participants, as well as how we are positioned in terms of 

gender, race and class.  

AH: Absolutely. I think that fieldwork highlights really well the processes of othering, of meeting 

aĐƌoss aŶ iŶstitutioŶal ďouŶdaƌǇ ;duƌiŶg ŵǇ fieldǁoƌk I ǁas ĐeƌtaiŶlǇ Đalled a ͚Điǀǀie͛ eŶough tiŵes to 

have internalised this at least a bit I think!). If all these encounters have their own rules and 

boundaries, theŶ it͛s iŵpoƌtaŶt to eǆploƌe hoǁ theǇ͛ƌe dƌaǁŶ oƌ tƌaŶsgƌessed aŶd, ultiŵatelǇ, hoǁ 

they shape the knowledge we hope to produce. My access to the Regiment for the purposes of this 

research was expressly informal, negotiated through a family member. And of course this shaped my 

fieldwork in important ǁaǇs, oŶ the oŶe haŶd helpiŶg ŵe to gaiŶ people͛s tƌust aŶd suppoƌt foƌ ŵǇ 

project, on the other hand giving rise to some interesting dynamics that included a lot of 

conventions around rank and assumptions about class and sexuality for example. 

SB: My access to the naval community was somewhere between informal and formal. I met a senior 

commander from one of the bases where I was hoping to do my research and he was very keen to 

get involved and liked the idea of building links with the university. He paved the way for me so I 

never had to do the official Ministry of Defence Research Ethics Committee (MODREC) process, 

despite some resistance from one of the managers at Royal Navy headquarters. Researching 

veterans, as I am doing now, is in many ways easier in terms of access because they are no longer in 

the military so you can approach people directly, although this is still a close-knit community and 

theƌe is a Ŷeed to ďuild ƌelatioŶships ǁith ͚iŶsideƌs͛.  I͛ŵ particularly interested in working with 

veterans because they very much embody the fluidity of this divide; are they civilian or are they 

military?  
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CB: This reflects some of my own experiences, as not all of the people with military experience who I 

was interviewing for the study were still serving. Access to those who had retired was different; they 

didŶ͛t haǀe to go thƌough ǁhat a seƌǀiŶg ŵilitaƌǇ peƌsoŶ ǁould Ŷeed to go thƌough iŶ oƌdeƌ to get 

soŵeďodǇ͛s peƌŵissioŶ foƌ Ǉou to Đoŵe to ǀisit theŵ, foƌ iŶstance. This question of whether 

someone is civilian or military, an insider or an outsider, is something that the Bosnian interpreters I 

interviewed in my research had had to work out for themselves in the process of doing their jobs. 

They were helping soldiers fulfil their peacekeeping mission and might not have agreed with every 

dimension of what the mission was doing or how a soldier was carrying it out, and in some cases 

theǇ ǁeƌe liǀiŶg iŶ aĐĐoŵŵodatioŶ oŶ the ďase oƌ ǁeaƌiŶg Đaŵouflage uŶifoƌŵ. TheǇ͛d each had to 

thiŶk foƌ theŵselǀes aďout ǁheƌe the ďoƌdeƌliŶe ďetǁeeŶ ͚ĐiǀiliaŶ͛ aŶd ͚ŵilitaƌǇ͛ laǇ, ǁhat side of it 

they wanted to be on and how comfortable they were with crossing it (Baker, 2010). Theirs was a 

much more sustained engagement with that insider/outsider dynamic than my own research was 

puttiŶg ŵe iŶ, ďut ďeĐause it ǁas so iŵpoƌtaŶt iŶ ŵaŶǇ of theiƌ Ŷaƌƌatiǀes, I ĐouldŶ͛t esĐape thiŶkiŶg 

about the same dynamic as it applied to me.  

HG: Absolutely, this resonates with my experiences as well. My access to support workers directly 

employed by the military has been negotiated through official channels, including the lengthy 

processes of finding a sponsor within the military institution and having my plans assessed by 

MODREC. On the other hand, the aĐĐess I͛ǀe Ŷegotiated to otheƌ seĐtioŶs of ŵǇ saŵple, iŶĐludiŶg 

civilians who work for military charities and civilian (former) spouses of military personnel, has been 

much more informal. My experiences talking to women who are/were married to servicemen 

paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ ƌefleĐts Ǉouƌ thoughts oŶ ǀeteƌaŶs “aƌah. OffiĐiallǇ theǇ aƌeŶ͛t paƌt of the ŵilitaƌǇ so 

gaining access to them has been significantly simpler, but many of them have lived with or even 

within the institution for many years and their lives have been shaped by it in significant ways. So 

theǇ͛ƌe Ŷot offiĐiallǇ ͚ŵilitaƌǇ͛ (and many never have been), but it would be overly simplistic to say 

theǇ͛ƌe puƌelǇ ͚ĐiǀiliaŶ͛ either. Relative to me, of course, both (former) military spouses and civilians 
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who woƌk iŶ seƌǀiĐe Đhaƌities aƌe ǀeƌǇ ŵuĐh ͚iŶsideƌs͛; theǇ haǀe kŶoǁledge of liǀiŶg aŶd ǁoƌkiŶg 

ǁith the aƌŵed foƌĐes aŶd theǇ speak the laŶguage of the ŵilitaƌǇ iŶ ǁaǇs ǁhiĐh I siŵplǇ doŶ͛t.  

VB: The more I think about the military writ large, the more wary I become of those around the 

ŵilitaƌǇ iŶstitutioŶ. I doŶ͛t saǇ this as a ǁaǇ to eǆĐuse those iŶ the ŵilitaƌǇ; I͛ǀe ǁƌitteŶ aďout hoǁ 

enlisting means that one is implicated in violence, whether one sees it that way or not (Basham, 

2013). Having said that, some of the most anti-ŵilitaƌist people I͛ǀe eǀeƌ ŵet haǀe ďeeŶ iŶ the 

ŵilitaƌǇ oƌ aƌe still iŶ the ŵilitaƌǇ. Thƌough ŵǇ ǁoƌk oŶ ŵilitaƌisatioŶ, I͛ǀe had eŶĐouŶteƌs ǁith aŶti-

war veterans, such as Ben Griffin, a former SAS officer who has come 360 degrees from killer to 

paĐifist. OŶ the otheƌ haŶd, soŵe of the ŵost ŵilitaƌistiĐ people I͛ǀe ŵet aƌe pƌiŵaƌilǇ ǁhite, ŵiddle 

class men – and to a lesser extent women - who work in Whitehall and around it.  These men and 

women perform war in a really interesting way, as something abstract, bureaucratic and to be dealt 

with decisively without sustained reflection and certainly without emotion. Ultimately, these 

͚ĐiǀiliaŶs͛ alloǁ ǀioleŶĐe to fuŶĐtioŶ iŶ sigŶifiĐaŶt aŶd teƌƌiďle ǁaǇs.  

CB: Also, there are multiple cross-ĐuttiŶg faĐtoƌs that Đould Đƌeate a paƌtial ͚iŶsideƌ-Ŷess͛ ďetǁeeŶ a 

civilian researcher and people in a certain sub-area of the military, yet which might mean very little 

outside that sub-area. For instance, I think one of the ways that I was able to generate rapport with 

some of the (ex) seƌǀiĐe people that I ǁas speakiŶg to ǁho ǁeƌe liŶguists ǁas ďeĐause I͛d leaƌŶt 

another language (Croatian) to a high level. That makes me a linguist, that makes me similar to them 

in one way, even though we are positioned in very different parts of the knowledge-using apparatus. 

WhiĐh is useful ǁheŶ Ǉou͛ƌe talkiŶg to the foƌŵeƌ ‘oǇal AƌŵǇ EduĐatioŶal Coƌps ;Ŷoǁ EduĐatioŶal 

and Training Services), or to others who for whatever reason have got an agenda about language. 

But it ŵight Ŷot ďe so useful if Ǉou͛ƌe talkiŶg to soŵeďodǇ fƌoŵ a ĐoŵpletelǇ diffeƌeŶt ďƌaŶĐh ǁho 

has less of a point of view about languages as an asset – which is this big discourse now in certain 

parts of the military (Lewis 2012) – but might have agreed to an interview for other reasons.  
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VB: Absolutely - what we have all suggested about boundaries and the ways in which they are drawn 

is really important. The civil-military divide shifts, reforms, and reasserts itself in some spaces and 

not others; it has a teŵpoƌalitǇ aŶd a spatialitǇ to it that͛s ĐoŶstaŶtlǇ ďluƌƌiŶg, shiftiŶg aŶd ŵoǀiŶg. 

What͛s ƌeallǇ iŶteƌestiŶg is the poǁeƌ ƌelatioŶs that aƌe faĐilitated ǁheŶ the Điǀil-military divide is 

invoked or when it becomes blurred and how, of course, it becomes blurred, entrenched and so on. 

During my doctoral research, I was mistaken for a woman soldier and sexually harassed as a result of 

that misunderstanding. I thought I was just out socialising with soldiers but instead something 

unpleasant happened that was relevant to my research questions. Those kinds of things make you 

question where the divide is, what it looks like and how it comes into being and contracts. I, the 

researcher, read the situation in one way but those around me read it very differently. 

AH: Given the fluidity of the civil-military divide, then, if the boundaries between civilian and military 

appear far less concrete when they are encountered close up on an everyday level, and if they are 

transgressed or complicated in the process of doing our research, does this mean we are being 

militarised? If we develop professional relationships and personal friendships with military 

personnel, empathise with particular narratives, begin to identify with certain values? Does this 

impact our capacity to do critical research? 

HG: This is something I worry about, in particular in light of the my official mode of access, 

something which – having read the work of scholars such as Enloe (2010, 1107) and Jenkings et al 

(2011, 44) who express concern over the ways that official access to the military institution may 

require researchers to adapt their language, priorities, outlook and world-view to a more militarised 

one – I do feel conflicted about having gained. As much as I recognise the depoliticising impact of the 

ideas about military specificity inherent in the reification of the civil-military divide, we need to be 

careful about abandoning all claims to separation if it means we end up learning to speak the 
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language of the military too proficiently (Cohn, 1987). A big part of doing critical military studies for 

me is about undermining the presumption that those are our own choices.  

A FEMINIST ETHICS OF CRITIQUE? 

SB: Something else that interests me is thinking about how the encounter changes our ability to 

critique military power. I thiŶk it͛s iŵpoƌtaŶt to recognise how in our role as researchers we͛ƌe 

actually intervening in social processes, not just observing or data-gathering. We need to think much 

more critically about this, to go beyond the acknowledgment of power relations between researcher 

and researched and actually theorise the research as political intervention. I want us to acknowledge 

that we actively intervene in social and political life when we research the military. For example, in 

my own research I realised that in asking military personnel questions about gender and sexuality I 

was reproducing the very discourses and subjectivities I wanted to challenge. This problem has been 

discussed by others (Stern and Zalewski, 2009Ϳ ďut I͛ŵ Ŷot suƌe ǁe͛ǀe got Đloseƌ to eŶgagiŶg ǁith it. 

As a response to this problem, I sought to actively destabilise the gendered terms I was using in my 

very asking of certain questions and in gently challenging my interviewees on some of their 

responses.  

HG: How do you mean? What kind of things were you asking? 

SB: I was asking a lot of questions around sexuality and military identity, and my aim was to 

understand how gendered difference is produced in military cultures, and simultaneously to 

demonstrate that those categories of difference are contingent, unstable and ultimately 

contradictory. Rather than asking questions about straight and gay soldiers, waiting for my 

interviewees to aŶsǁeƌ iŶ those teƌŵs aŶd siŵplǇ takiŶg ͚ŵǇ data͛ hoŵe aŶd ĐoŶduĐtiŶg a Đleǀeƌ 

deconstruction, I tried to enable a deconstruction of gendered difference to take place in the 
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interviews themselves. For example, on one occasion I was probing a senior commander about why 

he felt LGBT personnel marching at Pride was inappropriate, despite him being ͚very happy͛ with 

LGBT personnel serving in the military. He was talkiŶg aďout the Ŷeed to haǀe a ͚ŵilitaƌǇ ďeaƌiŶg͛ iŶ 

puďliĐ, ďut ǁheŶ I fuƌtheƌ ƋuestioŶed hiŵ oŶ ǁhat that ǁas eǆaĐtlǇ aŶd ǁhǇ it ǁasŶ͛t possiďle foƌ 

LGBT personnel to demonstrate that, he ultimately conceded that it was impossible to answer 

ďeĐause it depeŶded ǁheƌe oŶe dƌeǁ ͚the liŶe͛ (see Bulmer, 2013). He deconstructed his own 

position. So it was quite an active way of interviewing, which might have its own problems, but I felt 

that it was more honest and I wanted the people I was engaging with to reflect on their own 

identities and assumptions. I should also adŵit that it didŶ͛t alǁaǇs ǁoƌk! “oŵe of ŵǇ iŶteƌǀieǁees 

didŶ͛t uŶdeƌstaŶd ǁhat I ǁas gettiŶg at oƌ siŵplǇ ƌespoŶded ďǇ ƌepeating their previous statement.  

CB: I like this idea of starting to deĐoŶstƌuĐt ǁhat theǇ saǇ ǁhile Ǉou͛ƌe still in the interview. We͛ǀe 

got an oral history reading group at Hull, aŶd oŶe of the ĐoŶĐeƌŶs that ǁe alǁaǇs ƌetuƌŶ to is, ͚How 

ethically appropriate is it to deĐoŶstƌuĐt ǁhat ƌeseaƌĐh paƌtiĐipaŶts saǇ if theǇ didŶ͛t kŶoǁ that Ǉou 

ŵight do that?͛ I kŶoǁ that iŶ the iŶteƌǀieǁs that I did, I didŶ͛t eǀeƌ really get into a space where I 

was able to ĐhalleŶge people͛s Ŷaƌƌatiǀes oƌ ideas. I think this is partially because I had internalised 

fƌoŵ ŵǇ iŶstitutioŶ͛s ethics committee at the time the idea that every interview, every question, is 

potentially a source of harm to participants.  

HG: I think that in some ways, the experience of my research encounters has changed the ways in 

which I am drawn to critique, whether inside or outside of the context of the interviews themselves. 

As you point out in your book Victoria (Basham, 2013, 3-4), encounters with military personnel can 

complicate the somewhat simplistic images that we might hold of what ͚the ŵilitaƌǇ͛ aŶd ͚ŵilitaƌǇ 

peƌsoŶŶel͛ aƌe; aŶd foƌ ŵe, this has uŶdeƌŵiŶed the particular kinds of critique that such imaginings 

might permit. My encounters with military personnel (in particular with military support workers) 

have muddied some of the critiques that I thought I wanted to make, and have led to other, more 
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nuanced, and ultimately I think more productive forms of critique. This has shaped my conversations 

both within the interviews and elsewhere, and has made the space of the interview itself much more 

reflexive and open for discussion; a space in which I do feel I can challenge participants, but also in 

which we can both challenge my own assumptions, too. Your approach sounds great Sarah, and is 

something I would like to strive for myself.  

AH: I think I took a different view of ͚challenging͛ interviewees, and for me it comes back to this idea 

of haǀiŶg aĐadeŵiĐ ŵasteƌǇ oǀeƌ the stoƌǇ ǁe tell ǁith otheƌ people͛s stoƌies, ǁhat AlĐoff ƌesists iŶ 

The Problem of Speaking for Others (1991).  When I began the eǆpeƌieŶĐe of liǀiŶg iŶ the seƌgeaŶts͛ 

mess and was diligently writing my field diary, as ǁe͛ǀe said, a lot of social encounters became part 

of the research. And with that I became really aware of the fact that I was going to be taking ͚my 

data͛ back home and deconstructing it, as if it was mine to do with as I wished. And then I didŶ͛t feel 

I should be going back to my room and scribbling down an experience I͛d had at dinner, or noting 

down what someone had said, without giving them a chance to respond. So I very soon decided that 

I would also have to interview some of the people I was living with in the Mess. And that gave rise to 

an odd interview dynamic. For a start, it required a transition from casual encounters and chit-chat 

round the dinner table every evening to a quiet, pre-arranged one-to-one encounter that was openly 

desigŶated as ͚aŶ iŶteƌǀieǁ͛. Often these started off more awkward than my interviews with 

complete strangers. And secondly, these interviews were reflexive in a way that was very different 

from my interviews with military wives, because I was asking people about experiences we had 

shared. Essentially the purpose was to air my own critical interpretation of events and pose it back 

to research participants, so I͛ŵ askiŶg ǁhǇ ǁould Ǉou ŵake that ƌaĐist, hoŵophoďiĐ, seǆist joke? 

What is the fuŶĐtioŶ of all this ͚ďaŶteƌ͛? Oƌ I͛ŵ askiŶg people to tell ŵe what they thought of my 

presence, if it had changed any of the social dynamics in the mess, and what they thought of this or 

that awkward situation in which we were both implicated. By doing this I felt at least I was ͚outiŶg͛ 

my critical position with respect to some really challenging issues, and giving people a chance to 
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deconstruct the situation themselves, to put their side if you like. But that certainly makes for 

awkward interviewing and it also opens me up to the accusation of being solipsistic and taking 

reflexive research too far. It all felt very messy at the time, and listening back to the interviews was 

also fairly gruelling, having all those raw and messy social relations played back to me. 

VB: I also came across comments in my early encounters with military personnel that were highly 

problematic: racist, sexist, homophobic and the like. I just didŶ͛t kŶoǁ hoǁ to deal ǁith theŵ. I 

remember thinking when people were saying these terrible things, ͚oh my god, what do I do now͛ 

but at the saŵe tiŵe ͚this is gonna be great for the thesis͛.  When other white people would try to 

make me complicit in their racism by telliŶg ŵe hoǁ ͚diffeƌeŶt͛ the Đultuƌe of theiƌ FijiaŶ Đoŵƌades 

was or rhetorically asking ͚do Ǉou kŶoǁ ǁhat I ŵeaŶ?͛, in all honesty, I was both appalled and 

thrilled. These were difficult moments. What do you say in that situation? The answer may seem 

obvious – you challenge, you intervene, but these people gave me their time, they willingly opened 

up to me so what I actually did in those situations was usually to just ask the next question. I think 

this highlights just how deeply personal research is. We͛ǀe all had eǆpeƌieŶĐes like this ǁheƌe the 

material is sensitive, where Ǉou͛ƌe eŶgagiŶg soŵeďodǇ aŶd theƌe͛s an interpersonal relationship and 

a set of presumptions that you are both coming to that encounter with, or which that encounter 

engenders.  

The other thing that I think is important here is that I never saw my interviewees as rational, liberal 

individuals with individual prejudices and shortcomings. I was trying always to put them in their 

social context, I was trying to think about what they were saying as discursive, as things that they 

were articulating in particular conditions of possibility at particular moments. It͛s then more a 

question of how you can engage with ͚the individual͛ and challenge those individuals if Ǉou doŶ͛t see 

them as individuals in the first place. And the same goes for the ͚individual͛ positionality of the 

researcher: as someone who was also situated in discursive conditions of possibility shaped at least 
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in some part by the academy and feminism, I found myself compelled to sympathise with these men 

and women when we were face to face, even though their involvement in war was an affront to me 

and my sensibilities. This is why what Sarah did was really valuable. Trying to give research 

participants an opportunity to re-aƌtiĐulate ǁhat theǇ͛ƌe saǇiŶg so that Ǉou ĐaŶ ďe Đleaƌer on it 

strikes me as a much better enactment of the ethics of critique.  

SB: I think the idea around the intervention is to ask questions which then enable people to reflect 

on theŵselǀes, aŶd that͛s ǁhat I suppose ŵakes it politiĐal, ƌatheƌ thaŶ telliŶg theŵ ǁhat to thiŶk. 

It͛s Ŷot that Ǉou go iŶ ǁith Ǉouƌ oǁŶ ideas aŶd theŶ Ǉou ĐhalleŶge people ďeĐause Ǉou thiŶk theǇ͛ƌe 

wrong, it͛s ĐhalleŶgiŶg theŵ to self-reflect on the meaning of ǁhat theǇ͛ƌe doiŶg, ǁhiĐh theŶ helps 

Ǉou ďetteƌ uŶdeƌstaŶd ǁhat theǇ͛ƌe doiŶg aŶd ǁhǇ. But also, I ŵeaŶ I ĐaŶ͛t get aǁaǇ fƌoŵ it, ǁheŶ 

people saǇ hoŵophoďiĐ thiŶgs that doŶ͛t aĐtuallǇ ŵake seŶse iŶ theiƌ oǁŶ teƌŵs, I ǁaŶt to ƋuestioŶ 

that in a way whiĐh ƌeŶdeƌs the liŵits oƌ assuŵptioŶs of theiƌ oǁŶ positioŶ ǀisiďle. I doŶ͛t kŶoǁ if 

that͛s Ƌuite the saŵe thiŶg oƌ Ŷot.  

FINAL REMARKS 

HG: Thank you all so much for taking part. This has been such a valuable space to think through 

some of the things which are both troubling and exciting about doing research with/on the military. 

It has ƌeiŶfoƌĐed so ŵaŶǇ of the keǇ ŵotiǀatioŶs foƌ ǁhat I͛ŵ tƌǇiŶg to do, iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ aƌouŶd the 

importance of centring insights into the everyday from fieldwork and the encounter more broadly. 

And it has also raised some really important questions about how we actively engage with the 

myriad politics implicated in our research, both as we are conducting the fieldwork itself and in the 

aftermath – the importance of the political work that our research does, both in relation to the 

individuals who participate and the broader institutions implicated. These are in many ways 

unresolvable questions, but ones which we nonetheless must remain continually alert to.  
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AH: It strikes me that this discussion about fieldwork encounters, in addition to suggesting really 

productive ways of thinking about research and about the military in all its guises, is really 

pƌoduĐtiǀe as a feŵiŶist ͚eŶĐouŶteƌ͛ iŶ itself.  

VB: Yes, theƌe͛s soŵethiŶg here not only about our individual capacity to be reflexive, but about the 

faĐt that ǁe͛ǀe ĐhoseŶ to Đoŵe togetheƌ to do it as ǁell aŶd that stƌikes ŵe as a ǀeƌǇ feŵiŶist thiŶg 

to do.  

AH: Absolutely, hopefully this conversation and some of the double-binds and contradictions it 

reveals in our encounters with the military, contributes to a kind of feminist research that Carol 

Smart (2009) has argued should embrace the messiness of human relations. And on a broader scale 

this is related to the feminist project within IR and Zalewski͛s ;2007, 305 ) idea that perhaps to tidy 

up all the loose eŶds aŶd ŵake a ĐoheƌeŶt ͚ǁhole͛ of ͚FeŵiŶist I‘͛ as a uŶified field is beside the 

point of the feminist project itself.  

SB: I totally agree, and I think this process of reflecting together keeps us learning and helps 

ŵaiŶtaiŶ ouƌ ͚feŵiŶist ĐuƌiositǇ͛ (Enloe, 2004) so that we keep asking questions of ourselves and 

others...   
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i As ǁith all ĐoŶǀeƌsatioŶs, ouƌs ǁas oŶe ;oǀeƌ “kǇpeͿ ǁith ŵaŶǇ ͚eƌŵs͛, ͚ahs͛, pauses aŶd iŶteƌjeĐtioŶs. We 
thought it important to state that these have been edited out in the process of turning speech into text, for 

which our conversation was transcribed and then circulated and jointly edited. This process struck us as 

interesting giǀeŶ that the disĐussioŶ iŶĐluded the ƋuestioŶ of hoǁ ǁe ƌepƌeseŶt ouƌ paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ Ŷaƌƌatiǀes 
and the issues this highlights aďout the editiŶg of people͛s liǀes, including our own. 


