Sexualities in State Militaries 
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The regulation and role of sexuality within state militaries has been a major concern for gender scholars. Militaries remain important national institutions which reproduce and reinforce social norms and hierarchies around gender, race and sexuality and as Paul Higate (2003b: 209) has argued ‘the inscription of heterosexuality into all aspects of culture… is deeply bound up with the… [combat masculine warrior] ethic.’ Moreover the regulation of sexuality within state militaries is not just an issue of equal opportunities for sexual minorities serving within them. Gendered logics shape the politics of war in liberal democratic states and societies because they ‘help to define the objects and subjects of war – who fights, who dies, who or what should be defended, and to what ends’ (Basham 2013: 7). The official regulation and everyday performances of sexuality and sexual identity within state militaries shape, and are shaped by, the need to legitimise state sanctioned violence. 

Militaries have long been viewed as patriarchal institutions which are pervasively heteronormative and homophobic. A cornerstone of that heteronormativity was the prohibition of sexual minorities. Until relatively recently many state militaries had a policy of prohibiting gay and lesbian people from serving and expelling those it discovered in its ranks. However, these exclusionary policies have become increasingly difficult to defend as societal attitudes towards sexuality have changed, and at least twenty six state militaries now explicitly allow openly gay people to serve, including the United States who repealed their exclusionary policy in 2011 (Palm Center 2009; Department of Defense 2011). The opening up of stare militaries to gay and lesbian people has been lauded as a major victory for the human rights and citizenship of sexual minorities. It has also been used as evidence that modern professional militaries are equal opportunities employers that reflect the liberal values of the societies they serve. Whilst there is no doubt that the repeal of these policies has transformed the lives of gay, lesbian and bisexual servicemen and women this progressive narrative suggests a rather simplistic move from an era of uniform heterosexuality and discrimination to an era of tolerance and sexual diversity where sexuality is no longer an issue in modern militaries. In this chapter I question this progressive narrative and argue that the regulation of sexuality in state militaries is more complex that it might seem. I begin by interrogating the function and efficacy of the policies banning sexual minorities arguing that these official attempts to regulate sexuality were fraught with contradiction and haunted by their own failure and impossibility, evidenced most clearly in the fact that gay and lesbian personnel were serving. I then examine the political implications of the ‘integration’ of sexual minorities in modern militaries, specifically in relation to wider gender norms within the institution. Although now welcome in many state militaries in the world, it is far from clear that their integration has fundamentally altered gendered hierarchies that continues to structure military institutions. I conclude by suggesting that gender scholars need to move beyond a debate about subversion or co-option of sexual minorities in state militaries and pay more attention instead to the complexity and co-constitution of gender and sexuality in military contexts. 

State militaries have a complex relationship with sexuality. On the one hand, they have been viewed as spaces of ‘hyper masculinity’ that are aggressively heterosexual. The importance of “booze, birds and brawling” to combat arms of the military in particular is well documented (inter alia Hockey 1986, 2003; Basham 2013). On the other hand, sexuality has been viewed by military authorities as a something which requires regulation to ensure it does not threaten military effectiveness. Arguably the main rationale for the segregation of men and women in state militaries is the need to minimise possibilities for intimate relationships developing between men and women whilst on duty. The potential for such heterosexual relationships and related ‘heterosexual impulses’ (typically the impulses of servicemen towards servicewomen) has also been a core rationale for excluding women from particular combat units. For example, in the UK, women continue to be barred from roles which require them to ‘close with and kill’ the enemy because of ‘potential risks associated with maintaining cohesion in small mixed-gender tactical teams’ (MoD 2010:3). However, whilst military authorities have felt the need to regulate heterosexuals they do so because they feel that heterosexuality is natural, inevitable and therefore its effects must be mitigated. State militaries are heteronormative institutions (see box 1) because they are structured and organised around a presumption and privileging of heterosexuality. 
BOX 1 Heteronormativity

The concept of heteronormativity developed out of queer theory (inter alia Rich 1980; Butler 1990; Sedgwick 1990; Halberstam 1998). Queer theory aimed to expose and denaturalise the privileging of heterosexuality in society, culture and scholarship and to critique the construction of alternative sexual and gender identities as abnormal and deviant. The concept of heteronormativity can be understood as ‘the political power that heterosexuality has when its functions as a norm’ (Chambers and Carver 2008: 144). Heteronormativity is maintained in part through naming its ‘other’ – homosexuality- and in defining itself against that other. Sexual minorities are marked as different from the norm, whilst heterosexuals remain unmarked as they are simply ‘normal’. These processes have obvious implications for LGBTQ people (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual and queer) however heteronormativity is also integral to gender hierarchies which privilege men and masculinity (Butler 1990; Jackson 2003). This is because the construction of hegemonic masculinities and femininities is based upon heterosexual norms. Gender roles for men and women are structured by an assumption of heterosexuality in institutions, law, culture and everyday social interactions. 
 

				



In contrast, military regulation of homosexuality has been based upon the perception that sexual minorities pose a unique threat to military effectiveness. The exclusion of sexual minorities from state militaries has a long history. For example, buggery had been mentioned in the Articles of War since the seventeenth century and was treated as seriously as desertion, mutiny or murder in the British armed forces. However anecdotal historical accounts indicate that less attention was paid to suspicions of homosexual orientation during the Second World War by British and American forces when the need for manpower was the overriding concern (Weeks 1990; MoD 1996; D’AMico 2000). How these exclusionary policies were justified and implemented is highly contingent and varied according to country. In Britain, there was no explicit policy regarding homosexuality until 1994. Prior to that, the ban was enforced through military laws covering service discipline and charges such as “conduct prejudicial to good order or discipline” (Hall 1995; Belkin and Evans 2000). In 1994 the Ministry of Defence produced the Armed Forces Policy and Guidelines on Homosexuality which stated that homosexuality was ‘incompatible’ with military service because of the ‘close physical conditions in which personnel have to work’ and because homosexual behaviour could ‘cause offence, polarise relationships, induce ill-discipline, and, as a consequence, damage morale and unit effectiveness’ (MoD 1996). The United States operated a blanket ban until 1994 when it passed Don’t Ask Don’t Tell (DADT), a policy which called for the separation of service personnel who were revealed to be gay or who engaged in “homosexual acts” whilst prohibiting the military from asking recruits if they were gay, lesbian or bisexual (Frank 2010a). DADT was based on the fear that the presence of those with ‘propensity or intent to engage in homosexual acts would create an unacceptable risk to the high standards of morale, good order and discipline, and unit cohesion that are the essence of military capability’ (Belkin and Bateman 2003). Canada had an outright ban on sexual minorities until 1988 when the policy was relaxed so that whilst the Canadian military would not knowingly enrol gay, lesbian and bisexual people, it would allow those already serving to remain although without opportunity for promotion (Frank 2010a). Other countries, for example Lithuania and Estonia, have never banned sexual minorities from serving (Palm Center 2009). It is important to note that just because a country does not have an explicit policy regarding homosexuality this does not necessarily mean that sexual minorities are able to serve openly because many militaries rely on informal social norms that prohibit homosexuality. Paradoxically it was more usually liberal democratic societies with increasing levels of tolerance towards sexual minorities whose militaries were pressured to codify and defend their exclusionary policies. It is also important to acknowledge that national policies notwithstanding, the treatment of sexual minorities did very across different services and different units with reports of some being far more tolerant, even to the extent of encouraging homosexual behaviour, than others (Basham 2013).
Maintaining exclusionary policies was very costly. The policies of exclusion required the surveillance and policing of all military personnel. In the British context the policy was enforced by police for each Service: the Royal Military Police and Special Investigating Branch, the RAF Police and Security Services, the Royal Navy’s Regulating Branch and Special Investigations Branch (Hall 1995). Gay and lesbian personnel could be ‘outed’ in various ways, from allegations or a tip-off from someone else, as a result of being involved with someone else who was being investigated, or for being seen in gay bars, or being found to be in possession of ‘suspect’ items such as a safe sex leaflet aimed at gay men. The investigations that preceded discharge could include ‘undercover’ surveillance, highly intrusive questioning, interviews of the ‘suspect’s’ acquaintances, searching of home and possessions, and examination of personal effects such as diaries, letters and address books Those suspected by military authorities could find themselves subject to traumatic and undignified interrogation before being discharged and separated from the life they had built for themselves, often at very short notice (Hall 1995; Select Committee on the Armed Forces Bill, UK 1996; Bower 2000; Heggie 2003; Bulmer 2012). The exclusionary policies were also a huge financial burden on military institutions as for every serviceman or women discharged, another would need to be recruited and trained. In the US, over 13,000 service members were discharged under DADT between 1994 and 2010 at an estimated cost of US$555 million (Frank 2010a, 2010b). 

Aside from the financial, emotional and social costs of these policies gender scholars have demonstrated that they had far wider implications for all men and women serving within state militaries. Whereas military institutions tend to treat sexuality as a separate issue from gender, feminist research demonstrates that the management and regulation of sexuality has been integral to the wider regulation of gendered bodies, spaces and norms in military cultures (Inter alia Enloe 1983, 1993, 2000; Woodward and Winter 2007; Basham 2013; Bulmer 2013). In particular the prohibition of homosexuality has been shown to have had a very detrimental effect on women’s participation in state militaries. For example, Melissa Sheridan Embser-Herbert’s (1998) research, written before the repeal of DADT, documented the ways US servicewomen negotiated the gender norms of such a masculine institution. Herbert found that these women needed to ensure they were not perceived as either too masculine, or too feminine, in order to avoid social penalties such as accusations of sexual deviancy and being labelled ‘sluts’ or ‘dykes.’ To avoid these slurs, which would undermine their positions vis-à-vis their male colleagues and could have serious consequences, servicewomen moderated their behaviour. For this reason, Herbert (1998: 128) argued that the prohibition of open homosexuality in the American military impacted negatively on all servicewomen, regardless of their sexual orientation because:

If women did not feel compelled to insure that they are seen as heterosexual, there would be less pressure to enact femininity, a marker of heterosexuality. By having to confirm heterosexuality, women enact femininity, thereby ensuring that they will be perceived as less capable than their male counterparts. The link between gender and sexuality situated in an institution that formally regulates sexuality insures the subordination of women.

For Herbert the ban thus ensured that women performed their gender in ways which maintained and reified existing gender norms and which undermined women’s participation in the military. There is also evidence from the UK and US that it was women who were disproportionately targeted and discharged for homosexuality by military authorities, which supports Herbert’s argument and suggests that women may have been policed more aggressively than men in those militaries (D’Amico 2000; Heggie 2003).

Other work has focussed on the importance of regulating sexuality for the constitution of ‘military masculinity’, a hegemonic cultural ideal of manhood within the military which is typically aggressively heterosexual (Inter alia Higate 2003; Eichler 2012; Basham 2013). Carol Cohn (1998) argued that the DADT explicitly linked servicemen’s fear of homosexuality to their fear of being feminized. Referencing the homoeroticism and emotionally charged practices of ‘male bonding’ Cohn pointed to a paradoxical situation in which the US military was reproducing stereotypical hegemonic soldier masculinity whilst simultaneously providing context (and cover) for men to transcend the limitations of ‘normal’ male relationships. Cohn also argued that men were fearful of being feminised by the predatory gaze of homosexual men:

If gays are no longer banned... anyone in the showers might be gay – and straight soldiers suddenly imagine themselves as the objects of the male gaze- just as women are... the problem is not that the imagined homosexual gaze turns straight male soldiers into gay men but that it turns them into women. Their gender, not their sexuality, is at stake. 

The analyses offered by Herbert and Cohn do important work in showing the ways in which gender and sexuality intersect or are co-constitutive in state militaries. However they also draw our attention to the paradoxical nature of the attempt to regulate sexuality in state militaries, that it often provided ‘cover’ for the kind of behaviour it ostensibly sough to exclude. Joan Heggie (2003) conducted research with lesbians who had served in the British armed forces and she argues that precisely by banning homosexuality the military created the conditions for lesbian subculture to flourish. Lesbians adopted strategies to subvert strategies of control, for example through the wearing of pinkie rings to indicate to other women that they were lesbian. One of Heggie’s interviewees called these strategies ‘hiding in plain sight’ because lesbians were visible to each other whilst remaining invisible to the authorities (2003: 216).  

These examples point to the ways in which official efforts to police sexuality within the armed forces were not straightforward. Not only did these attempts fail in the sense that they did not prevent homosexual presence within the military, they also failed because of the internal contradictions within these policies of exclusion. In the British context a good example of this is contained within the 1996 Report of the Homosexuality Policy Assessment Team which was commissioned by the MoD to provide evidence for maintaining the ban in the face of legal challenge (MoD 1996). This lengthy report contains an extremely detailed evaluation of the potential danger of changing the policy of prohibiting gay and lesbian people from serving in Britain’s armed forces. A key aim of the report was to explain exactly what the problem of homosexuality was. One might expect this to be a straight forward endeavour given the strength of feeling for those campaigning to maintain the exclusion, but it was not. The starting point for the evaluation was to define ‘homosexual’ and a taxonomy identifying 9 distinct sub-categories of ‘potential and actual’ homosexuals was created (see box 2). The taxonomy ranges from the ‘celibate or non-practising homosexual’ whose sexual orientation is not acted upon to the ‘homosexual activist’ who would ‘work openly for the expansion of homosexual acceptance and opportunities’ in the armed forces. These categories of homosexual are defined primarily by their visibility, or intelligibility, within a profoundly heteronormative institution. Those homosexuals which were more visible were deemed to be more threatening. However the report ultimately concluded that it was the potential for discovery that rendered all homosexuals a threat, regardless of how ‘open’ they were about their sexual orientation thereby suggesting that visibility was not the real issue, it was the potential for visibility. The policy was haunted by its own impossibility. For example, the attempt to know the ‘covert’ homosexual, who is by definition invisible and unknowable, as evidenced by the many gay men and lesbians who served whilst the ban was in force by ‘passing’ as heterosexual, resisting their exclusion through the tactical use of the same panoptic informal structures and sanctions which attempted to ensure their exclusion (McGhee 1998). Further, it was the ban itself that enabled the possibility of discovery or exposure, rendering all homosexuals, even those ‘non practicing homosexuals’, a threat, which then produced the continuing need for a ban. The ban acted as a self-perpetuating mechanism that safeguarded a heteronormative gender order by creating the problem it promised to solve. Gary Lehring (2003) makes a similar argument about the US context, arguing that DADT produced gay and lesbian personnel as threats whilst simultaneously using the resultant fear and homophobia as the rationale for the ban. Ultimately the policies prohibiting homosexuality in state militaries were not only futile, they were tautological, contradictory and haunted by their own impossibility.
BOX 2
i) A homosexual activist would work openly for the expansion of homosexual acceptance and opportunities in the Services;

ii) A flamboyant homosexual would emphasise his or her sexual orientation so that it was a constant factor in relations with fellow personnel;

iii)  A declared homosexual would explicitly inform fellow Service personnel of his or her orientation in such a way that it became generally known;

iv)  	An open homosexual  would, by his or her consistent, expressive behaviour or reported conduct, clearly indicate a homosexual orientation to fellow Service personnel, though without necessarily explicitly declaring it;

v) A strongly suspected homosexual has by his or her expressive behaviour or reported conduct given strong grounds for fellow Service personnel to assume a homosexual orientation to fellow personnel;  

vi) A suspected homosexual has given some indication of homosexual orientation;

vii) A covert homosexual has by controlling his or her actions, expressive behaviour or outside conduct prevented the Service authorities gaining compelling evidence of homosexual orientation;

viii) A known homosexual has become generally understood by his, or her, fellow Service personnel and the Service authorities to be homosexual whether or not his, or her, intention was to remain covert;

ix)  A celibate or non-practising homosexual has a homosexual orientation which may be declared but has demonstrated that he or she will not engage in any homosexual activity in either Service or civilian contexts. 

						Ministry of Defence, 1996: 17-18




Towards the end of the twentieth centuries militaries within liberal democracies came under increasing pressure to allow sexual minorities to serve. The Netherlands were the first country to allow gay men and lesbians to serve in their military in 1974, however sexual orientation remained one of several criteria that could be used to determine psychological fitness for service. In 1986 the Dutch Minister of Defence announced that sexual orientation would no longer be grounds for exclusion. In many countries it was legal challenges brought by gay and lesbian personnel that precipitated policy change. In Canada, Michelle Douglas, an Air Force lieutenant, sued the government in 1989 claiming that her rights under the 1985 Charter of Rights and Freedoms were violated when an investigation accusing her of being a lesbian resulted in career restrictions and her security clearance being revoked. The Canadian Forces decided it could not legally sustain the policy, settled the lawsuit and revoked all policies restricting sexual minorities in 1992. In Germany, Lieutenant Winfried Stecher, a soldier who was training other personnel, sued the German government in 1999 after he was removed to an administrative position when it was discovered that he was gay. An EU directive providing for equal treatment for all EU citizens in employment issues was adopted in 2000 and the German Ministry of Defence decided not to defend its policy and revoked any restrictions in 2000 (National Defense Research Institute 2010). The Hague Centre for Strategic Studies launched the LGBT Military Index in 2014, which ranks a sample of 103 countries by their inclusiveness of LGBT personnel using a range of indicators (Hague Centre 2014). New Zealand is ranked most inclusive and Nigeria the least. What the index reveals is that whilst a number of countries now have policies which accept LGBT personnel there are still a large number of countries that do not. 46 countries in the index exclude LGBT personnel including Greece, the Russian Federation and China.[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  Although the exclusion policies of 14 of these countries is ‘unconfirmed, evidence suggests likely’. The exclusion politics of the remaining 32 are confirmed.  


] 


Despite dire predictions research has demonstrated that those militaries which have repealed policies discriminating against sexual minorities have been highly successful with no negative impact on morale, recruitment, retention, combat readiness or combat effectiveness (Frank 2010a; National Defense Research Institute 2010). In Britain, sexuality was declared a ‘non-issue’ by the military just two years after the ban was lifted (MoD 2002). There is also evidence that the policy change has actually improved military effectiveness in state militaries because sexual minorities can now concentrate on their jobs (National Defense Research Institute 2010). Australia, Canada, Germany, Israel, Italy, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom all have a code of conduct which applies to heterosexuals and homosexuals alike and which provides no special treatment for either group (National Defense Research Institute 2010). The US military has adopted a similar approach: ‘Existing standards of conduct continue to apply to all Service members regardless of sexual orientation. All Service members are responsible for upholding and maintaining the high standards of the U.S. military at all times and in all places’ (Department of Defense 2011). The strategy of the Israeli Defence Force is to ‘officially acknowledge the full participation of gays and at the same time ignore them as a group that may require special needs’ (Kaplan 2010 cited in Frank 2010: 102). However many militaries do have LGBT support and advocacy groups which work to promote and support LGBT inclusion. For example, the British Army has an LGBT Forum which provides information for LGBT soldiers, veterans and potential recruits, hosts an annual conference and organises social activities and the Army’s participation in Pride events (Army LGBT Forum 2015). 
Modern ‘equal opportunities’ state militaries typically treat sexuality as a distinct issue within its wider equality and diversity policies. In the contemporary British military sexual orientation is one of is ‘diversity strands’, alongside race, gender, religion, age and disability (MoD 2008). There is no doubt that LGBT personnel experience unprecedented acceptance and freedom in contemporary state militaries in the global North. For example, British Lance Corporal James Wharton married his boyfriend, Virgin air steward Thom McCaffrey, in full uniform with his Iraq medal on display in a ceremony attended by his regiment. The wedding was followed by a reception at the Household Cavalry Mounted Regiment's Knightsbridge barracks (Judd 2010). However, despite this new tolerance within state militaries many sexual minorities choose not to reveal their sexuality (Frank, 2010a; National Defense Research Institute 2010).  Within the British military sexual orientation was reconceptualised as ‘essentially a private matter for the individual’ (Hoon in Bulmer 2012). It has been argued that the move to designate sexuality as a private matter ultimately operates as tacit prohibition of ‘open’ homosexuality (Heggie 2003; Basham 2013) and works to ‘contain’ homosexuality in the private sphere and prevent its incursion into the visible ‘public’ realm (Bulmer 2012). Moreover the MoD commented that the new Code of Conduct would not result in ‘a tightening up on heterosexual relationships’ (quoted in Belkin & Evans, 2000: 27), suggesting that its real purpose was to regulate non-heterosexual behaviour. For example, the Code of Conduct introduced to regulate the behaviour of all personnel includes ‘displays of affection which might cause offence to others’ as an example of behaviour which could threaten unit cohesion (Ministry of Defence 2000). In many ways the inclusion of sexual minorities in state militaries could be understood to be ‘homonormative’ because certain forms of ‘assimilated’ homosexuality are tolerated and incorporated into the logic of heteronormativity, whilst other expressions of homosexual identity are marginalised (Inter alia Duggan 2002; Puar 2006, 2007). As such the possibilities for a queer military identity are severely limited. However, these attempts to control sexuality are not always successful. For example, when members of the British military march at gay pride in military uniform they display an open and public gay military identity, exposing the heteronormativity which remains entrenched in state militaries and the failure at the heart of a policy which attempts to contain sexuality within the private sphere (Bulmer 2013). As with policies which attempted to ban homosexuality, policies to regulate and control sexuality in the equal opportunities military are also subject to vulnerabilities and contradictions.

As key question for gender scholars concerns whether the integration of LGBT personnel in state militaries has changed gender hierarchies within those institutions. For many gender scholars the exclusion of openly gay people in state militaries was integral to the maintenance of a patriarchal institution. Cohn (1998: 146) argued that if gay men were officially allowed into the military it would be impossible for the institution to ‘exert the same kind of masculinity-granting power; it also disrupts the chain of signification: military, real man, heterosexual.’ Yet it is far from clear that enabling gay and lesbian people to serve openly has fundamentally transformed the gender relations of state militaries. Research suggests that sexual harassment of women remains a significant problem for many state militaries (National Defense Research Institute 2010). The denigration of women and sexual minorities is still prevalent in military culture within the British military, particularly all-male close-combat unites (Basham 2013). Equality and Diversity policies can mean that sexual minorities experience both hypervisibility as a member of their social category and invisibility as an individual (Basham 2009a). The policies are also part of a ‘management imperative’ discourse through which sexual minorities are ‘framed as exogenous to the cultural and institutional norms of the military. These remain unexamined; the onus is on managing social actors from beyond the military’s traditional recruitment pool’ (2009b: 418). Similar to the management of women in state militaries, sexual minorities continue to be viewed as ‘the problem’ which needs to be mitigated, allowing wider military cultures and pervasive gender hierarchies to go unquestioned. Informal social practices continue to exclude sexual minorities and to reproduce problematic masculine identities. Homoerotic rituals continue to have a significant role in the social activities of men engaged in geopolitical violence (Basham 2009a, 2013 Belkin 2012; Higate 2012). The ongoing marginalisation of sexual minorities continues to allow men who self-identify as heterosexual to participate in homoerotic bonding rituals such as ‘naked bar’ (Basham 2013: 90), and other hazing rituals such as group masturbation, and sexual violence such as forced oral sex (Belkin 2012). 

However, just as we need to go beyond simplistic accounts of gender roles and stereotypes within state militaries that assume militaries are uniformly ‘hyper masculine’ (Titutnik 2008), we need to think in more sophisticated ways about sexuality within military cultures. The progressive narrative I opened this chapter with suggests that militaries have moved from being institutions of homophobic discrimination to equal opportunities employers where your sexuality is of no concern. This obscures the ways that attempts to police sexuality and the informal sexual cultures that occur in military spaces are complex and often contradictory; they are not easily reducible to simple narratives. Aaron Belkin (2012) has demonstrated this in the context of military masculinity in the US military. Challenging ‘one dimensional’ understandings of military masculinity, he argues instead that military masculinity is ‘structured by contradiction’ and requires recruits to ‘enter into intimate relationships with femininity, queerness and other unmasculine foils, not just to disavow them’ (4). Consequently there is a real need for gender scholars to go beyond debates about subversion or co-option when thinking about the integration of sexual minorities in state militaries. Instead we need to pay more attention instead to the complexity and co-constitution of gender and sexuality in military contexts.  We need to remain curious about the diverse ways in which militaries negotiate the inclusion of sexual minorities and crucially, where those attempts to order gendered bodies, spaces and behaviours fail on their own terms (Bulmer 2013). 
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