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Abstract

Homosexuality has always been deemed to be incompatible with military service
and the British Armed Forces has enforced this policy with some rigour
(Ministry of Defence, 1996b; Skidmore, 1998). Statistics for discharges on the
grounds of homosexuality show that lesbians in the British Army have been the
most targeted group (Ministry of Defence, 1996a: 14). The ban on homosexuality

was lifted in January 2000, following a judicial ruling from the European Court
of Human Rights (European Court of Human Rights, 1999a; 1999b). The change

to military policy means that all gay men and lesbians now have the right to

serve in the Armed Forces without fear of persecution.

As an organisation constructed as both masculine and heterosexual, the British
Army is a place from which women and gay men have been traditionally
excluded. This thesis explores how the British Army acted/acts as the backdrop
for the interaction of gender and sexuality within a particular space and time
(Goffman, 1977). By exploring the experiences of lesbian soldiers, living and
working in the male-dominated environment of the Army, this thesis offers a
unique glimpse of how the institutional structures regulate both gender and

sexuality by controlling the female military body (Foucault, 1977). Quantitative
and qualitative data were gathered from lesbian participants through a

combination of questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. My analyses
revealed how lesbians made sense of their everyday lives as women and as
soldiers and also made visible the strategies they employed to live as lesbians

within their ‘uniform identity’.

This research adds to the body of knowledge about women’s experiences of
military life by exploring the inter-relationships and tensions between three
‘identities’ — woman, soldier and lesbian — and places these experiences within
the context of the British Army since 1950. These findings illustrate the depth
and range of potential areas for investigation and opportunities for further

research are discussed.
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Introduction

‘You’re in the Army Now!’

O n the 27® September 1999, something extraordinary happened. The
European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg ruled that lesbians and gay
men serving in the British Armed Forces were full members of society and
therefore entitled to all the rights and protections offered by law. Rights of
employment, rights of privacy and the right to serve in the military without fear
of persecution (European Court of Human Rights, 1999a; European Court of
Human Rights, 1999b). This ruling, ending as it did decades of prejudicial
treatment, investigations and dismissals for both men and women, was passed
down only days after the commencement of my PhD. Almost before I had even

started my research, it seemed that it was going to have a happy ending.

Prior to this European edict, homosexuality was always deemed to be
Incompatible with military service in Britain (Ministry of Defence, 1992; 1994a;
1994b; 1995, 1996; 2000; Skidmore, 1998). Men and women found to be
homosexual were summarily dismissed from the Services, regardless of ability or

circumstance. Statistics show that lesbians in the British Army have been

discharged at a rate disproportionate to their numbers, or indeed to women
serving in the Royal Air Force (RAF) or Royal Navy (Ministry of Defence, 1996:
14). Despite the policy on homosexuality, lesbians have continued to volunteer
to serve their country and have contributed greatly to the overall efficiency and
effectiveness of the British Armed Forces. Their experiences, however, have
béen omitted from traditional written accounts of women’s military history. As
lesbians, their experience of Army life opens a new window through which to
view an under-explored aspect of military life — the control of gender and
sexuality through institutional structures. In this thesis, I begin to explore this
field of study. My research investigates the inter-relationships and tensions
between the three ‘1dentities’ - woman, soldier and lesbian - and how the

participants in my study negotiated gender and sexuality while serving in either
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the Women’s Royal Army Corps (WRAC) or Queen Alexandra’s Royal Army
Nursing Corps (QARANC).

The history of women in British military uniform is relatively short, being just
over one hundred years old. Until the end of World War II (WWII), women were
called up or enlisted voluntarily in response to national emergencies and then
were de-mobbed after the crisis was over. Since 1949, however, women have
been employed within a peacetime volunteer force across all three Services
which, for many, signified an acceptance that the Armed Forces could be a career

for women too. However, a tension has always existed between the concept of
soldiering and that of femininity — for example from its inception the WRAC

‘was conceived as not only a female organisation, but a feminine one’ (Noakes,
2001: 311).

Internationally, there is a substantial amount of published material about women
in military service and a smaller amount about lesbians in the military, but most
of 1t pertains to the US military (see for example Holm, 1992; D'Amico and
Weinstein, 1999; Herbert, 1998; Stichm, 1996; Shilts, 1993; Scott and Stanley,
1994, Shawver, 1995; Humphrey, 1990; Herek, 1993; Damiano, 1998-1999;
Elshtain, 1995; De Pauw, 1998; Enloe, 1988; Howes and Stevenson, 1993;
Meyer, 1996; Stichm, 1989). There is some work about military women and
lesbians in other (white dominated) Commonwealth countries i.e. Canada
(Belkin and McNichol, 2000b; Gade et al., 1996; Gouliquer, 1998; Gouliquer,
2000), Australia (Belkin and McNichol, 2000a; Belkin and Bateman, 2003;
Speck, 1999) and New Zealand (New Zealand Defence Force and New Zealand
Human Rights Commission, 1998). Other research has explored specific issues
of women’s military service such as physical performance (Brock and Legg,
1997; Wilhams et al., 1999), health issues (Geary et al., 2002) or women’s role
in combat (Harries-Jenkins, 2002).

Published work dealing with women’s participation in the British Armed Forces
during the last half century is very sparse and most available resources deal with
women in the Armed Forces as a whole (Muir, 1992; Chandler et al., 1995).
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There are only two texts concerning the WRAC (Bidwell, 1977; Terry, 1988).
Bidwell’s Corps history was published in the mid 1970s and traces the first
twenty-five years of the WRAC’s existence. Terry’s work, Women in Khaki, was

published in the late 1980s so there remains a seventeen-year gap in the literature

covering the time when the most changes were taking place within both the
WRAC and the QARANC. Neither Bidwell nor Terry acknowledges their use of

gendered terms and their analyses do not examine how military policies have
regulated women’s bodies, appearance and sexuality. There are no specific
publications on lesbians in any of the branches of the British Armed Forces other
than postgraduate theses (see for example Bower, 1999). My study addresses
these neglected areas and gives voice to some of the many lesbians who have
served 1n the British Armed Forces during the past fifty years in either the
WRAC or QARANC. Their stories are interesting, both as personal narratives of
individual women living “a life less ordinary’ and as an important aid to
understanding how gender and sexuality have been affected by, and have in turn

influenced, military policy over this period of time.

My decision to focus on the topics of gender and sexuality in the military is
partly due to academic curiosity but, for the most part, it is a consequence of my

own personal experience. I served in the WRAC as a Military Policewoman

between 1976 and 1984 and was myself discharged for being a lesbian. As an ex-
soldier, I have always been committed to acknowledging the importance of
women’s contributions in the Armed Forces. I consider myself to be a ‘feminist
militarist’, that is, a feminist who supports the right of women in our society to
have equal access to all the institutions of the state, including the military. I
consider that any institution paid for from public money should be held
accountable to the society it serves and should not be able to discriminate against
any one group, whether on the grounds of sexuality, race, disability or gender.
Where inequalities exist for women and lesbians within the British Army, the
reasons for such treatment must be examined and the institutional culture, which

underpins and condones such behaviour, critiqued.
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Feminism and the military are not natural bedfellows. The association of women
with the Peace Movement, CND and Greenham Common during the Cold War
period has literally placed feminists on one side of the fence and soldiers on the
other (Liddington, 1989; Roseneil, 1995). When the soldiers are women, it calls

into question essentialist claims that women are more concerned with peace than
are men. Feminism, as a political movement in the UK, has been absent in the
struggle for equality for women serving in the military. It seems that support for
equal rights stop at the barrack gates and so when women willingly join such a
fundamentally patriarchal institution, they tend to be portrayed as either ignorant
of the military’s purpose, or duped by the lure of a well-paid job, travel and

‘independence’. They are rarely seen as political, social and sexual agents in their
own right.

I consider the right to serve in the military an issue of citizenship but, like Diane
Richardson, recognise that ¢... claims to citizenship status...are closely associated
with the institutionalisation of heterosexual, as well as male, privilege’ (1998:
83). As women strive to claim full participation within our society, they must be
willing to extend that right to others, even if those others then choose to do things
which they do not approve of. Yet sisterhood does not appear to extend this far.
In recent times it has been women soldiers who have pushed back the barrners
and claimed new roles for themselves in the changing modern military. Since
their political beliefs are not known it is unfair to presume that women in
uniform do not think about the issues that concern feminists. Being in the
military does not mean that every individual agrees with war; for example
anecdotal evidence suggests that many will have struggled with the UK
government’s decision to enter into conflict in Iraq. Furthermore, I would argue
that because the Armed Forces carries out the role that it does, women’s presence
as active participants in the military system is crucial. Their status as soldiers in
the uniform of the State embodies an authority previously granted only to men

and prevents masculinity being used as an excuse for soldierly behaviour.

[ come from a family where military service was a normal part of life. My
mother’s father joined the Army in the 1890s and fought at Atbara and
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Omdurman 1n the Sudan, as well as in the Boer Wars and World War I (WWI).
My father joined the RAF in WWII and maintained his links with the Service
after demobilisation, becoming involved with training cadets. My father’s
uniformed presence throughout my childhood was probably one of the reasons I
decided to join up myself although, in my desire for independence, I chose the
Army. I enlisted when I was sixteen years and ten months old, into the final
Junior Leader programme to be run by the WRAC. The WRAC Training Centre
in Guildford was a women-only space; from the Commanding Officer down, all
officers, permanent staff, recruits and squad instructors were female, a fact that

was very empowering to me at the time. At the completion of basic training, I
went to Chichester to complete my trade training. I had decided to become a
Military Policewoman, a choice in part informed by my qualifications from
school and in part by a rather large dose of hero-worship for one of the

instructors at Guildford.

It was while at Chichester that I first noticed the impact of gender in the military.
In contrast to Guildford, the instructors were men and most of the other recruits
were men. The style of training was very different and women were expected to
‘measure up’ to the men’s way of doing things, including marching at a pace four
inches longer than the WRAC pace. The tailored skirt of my uniform would not
let me stride out, yet the Army had decided that it should be designed in that
style (see Illustration 1 below). Being the shortest in height in the squad added to
my problems, a fact brought home to me by the Drill Sergeant. After halting the
squad for the umpteenth time because my shorter stride was dragging the rear
half of the squad out of formation, he stomped over to me in his gleaming boots,
pushed his rather red face into mine and screamed at the top of his voice,
"HEGGIE! If you don’t open your fucking legs wider and step out, I’ll stick this
pace-stick up you and make you the biggest lollipop in Chichester!’ As time
passed, I gradually began to understand that issues such as uniform design or the
size of the individual dnll stride were not just quirky military traditions but

gendered institutional structures which, in some instances, set women up to fail.
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Mlustration 1: Squad of recruits taking part in a Passing Out Parade. © PA. (Tomiyoshi,
1999).

Although I was never totally happy within the Military Police, I /oved the Army.

[ felt as though I belonged there; I liked the structure but also revelled in the need
to be adaptable and flexible if the task changed. Between the ages of seventeen to
twenty-four years, | was trusted with responsibilities that it is hard to imagine
being able to access in civilian life, resulting in promotion to the rank of Sergeant
at the age of twenty-one. It is difficult to explain why this way of life inspired me
but certainly the independence, the variety of jobs, the responsibility and the
opportunities were all aspects which I enjoyed. My years in the Army were also
the first time I consciously thought about sexuality, my own as well as others’. |
met women who were attracted to other women — lesbians — and observed
romances and trysts as friends and acquaintances tried to negotiate the minefield
of the military’s prejudice against homosexuals. I observed very early on in my
career that the word “dyke’ was used as the ultimate insult in order to make
women soldiers conform to expected, more feminine, behaviours. It took a long
time before [ was willing to consider that I was not heterosexual. As a Military

Policewoman, [ was supposed to “police” other women’s behaviour, reporting
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suspicious friendships and investigating alleged homosexual behaviour. The
pressure to conform therefore, combined with an awareness of the penalties for

being found out, made me toe the line for several years. At twenty-one, however,

I finally admitted to myself that I was a lesbian.

Several years later, in 1984, an ex-lover handed in my name to the Military
Police and an investigation ensued which resulted in my discharge from the
WRAC on the grounds of homosexuality. Although I struggled to understand
why she did this at the time, in that her ‘list’ of names resulted in many lost

careers, having listened to and read the testimonies of the women in this
research, I have a much greater appreciation of the pressure brought to bear on
gay women by the Special Investigation Branch (SIB). Being discharged for
being a lesbian, an experience which changed the course of my life, personalised
the impact of the military’s policy on homosexuality. My abilities were not
questioned; colleagues did not spurn me or think me incompetent; and my senior
officers were, in the main, shocked that the Army would discharge me. I had to
cope with the suddenness of the dismissal and get my life back on track. I had to
find a new job, home and friendship networks, while at the same time come to
terms with having to ‘out’ myself to others, such as family, friends and potential

employers. This event was fundamental in reawakening my concerns about the
way that the Army used institutional policies and structures as a means to

discriminate against particular groups, especially women and homosexuals. Since
then, assisted by my growing awareness of feminism, I have tried to make sense
of this type of organisational discrimination, which punishes not only lesbians,

but all women in the British Army.

The structure of my research has been greatly informed by Melissa Herbert’s
timely publication (1998), which considers how gender and sexuality affected

women serving in the US military. Herbert tried to establish how women soldiers
managed gender and sexuality in the military, an environment ¢...both structured

and defined as “masculine™ (1998: 5). Her sample of 285' serving and veteran

' Herbert’s overall sample was 394 respondents but after logistic regression to screen out those
cases with “missing data’, the number was reduced to 285 (1998: 137).
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soldiers came from all four branches’ of the US military and represented a wide
age, rank and length of service range, with the majority identifying as
heterosexual. She drew on interactionist theories of gender, in particular those
influenced by ethnomethodological traditions where gender is viewed as
something that we all have to ‘do’ as individuals within social situations (West
and Zimmerman, 1987), rather than being seen as a fixed state of being.
Ethnomethodology can be understood as the way that we make sense of our
everyday world by ‘treat[ing] as problematic what is taken for granted’ (Wallace
and Wolf, 1991: 295 as cited in Herbert, 1998). ‘Doing gender’ in the
ethnomethodological sense also means attributing it to others. Gender is
something we all ‘do’ and the meaning ascribed to our behaviour by others

through interaction is key to the representation of gender (West and Zimmerman,
1987).

Herbert’s work demonstrated the potential for carrying out an exploratory study
of women in the British Armed Forces but, after considering the topical and
sensitive nature of the ban on homosexuality, I decided to frame the study around
the experiences of lesbians in the Army. This was partly in response to an
apparent disproportionate dismissal rate of lesbians from the Army’ and the
injustices committed against these women, and partly because this focus utilised
my own experience and knowledge of Army regulations and traditions. In this
thesis I aim to explore how lesbians in the British Army negotiate gender and
sexuality through their three ‘identities’ - woman, soldier and lesbian - in order to
better understand how they made sense of their everyday world. Linked closely
to this aim is a desire to understand the ways in which the institution creates or
maintains policies on gender or sexuality which impact upon the individual. I
have purposefully used the word ‘negotiate’ instead of ‘managed’ because I
consider the meaning to be two-fold — ‘negotiate’ (v.), meaning to agree or settle;
and ‘negotiate’ (v.), meaning to get past, navigate or cope with something, As I

demonstrate in this thesis, participants negotiated gender and sexuality in certain

2 The US military consists of the Navy, the Air Force, the Army and the Marine Corps.
* Lesbians in the Army have been discharged at a disproportionate rate compared to the lesbians
in the Navy or Air Force - see Table 9 in Chapter 2 for further details.
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situations by carefully navigating obstacles, displaying an awareness of how
gender and sexuality worked in their organisational situation and often resisting
or subverting expected behaviours. In other situations, they settled for adhering

to, or did not question, the status quo.

Drawing on the idea of ‘doing gender’ (West and Zimmerman, 1987) and on the
work of Goffman (1959; 1963; 1977), my aim is to demonstrate how the women
in my study were ‘doing gender’ as women in a male-dominated space andina
particular type of institutional space. Within these interactional situations,
specific understandings of gender and sexuality have been key in perpetuating a
culture of intolerance to women and homosexuals. At first, it seemed logical to
allocate one chapter of the thesis to the analysis of the participants’ identity as
women, another to their identity as soldiers and the final one to their sexual
identity. However, this idea was dismissed as unworkable because of the inter-
relationship between these three parts of the self. Although in certain
circumstances one identity might be more obvious than the others, all are still
there. Whether viewed as a woman or as a soldier, all the participants were
always lesbians. Structuring the thesis around the main research questions
provided a more comfortable framework for each substantive chapter however,
during the analysis phase, an additional area of enquiry emerged - how these

identities were embodied - which I incorporated into a further research question.

Thus this thesis is structured around the following questions:

e What is the military and legal context within which lesbians in the
British Army serve?

* What levels of understanding about gender and sexuality did the
participants in my study hold and how might this be interpreted with

regard to their ‘identities’ as women, as soldiers and as lesbians?

o Through what means did participants ‘embody’ their various identities as

they negotiated gender and sexuality and how were these influenced by

institutional mechanisms and/or policies?
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e What strategies did participants employ to live as lesbians in the British
Army and how did they evade detection and cope with investigations

and/or dismissal?

To answer these questions, I carried out quantitative and qualitative analyses of
forty questionnaires returned by lesbians who had served, or were still serving in
the British Army at the time of the survey. In addition, I conducted in-depth face-
to-face interviews with four of these participants and abbreviated telephone
interviews with a further two*. In Chapter 1 — ‘Basic Training: Researching
Lesbian Soldiers’ Lives’, I explain my methodological and theoretical approach,
the research design and methods employed and how I gathered and analysed the
data. Also included in this chapter are some of the basic characteristics of the
women in my sample group’. It is not possible to talk about ‘all women’ or ‘all
lesbians’ in the Army as if they are homogeneous groups. My respondents’
experiences have been, and remain, influenced by a variety of factors, such as
when they served, length of service, rank®, class, ethnicity and trade. However,
while each of the participants related experiences which provide an individual

glimpse of what their life was/is like in the British Army, together they ofter an

insight into the institutional culture which shaped those experiences.

In Chapter 2 — ‘Military History: Gender and Sexual Politics in the British

Army’, I provide the historical, political and social contexts within which women
and, in particular, lesbians live and work in the British Army. Additionally I
explain the legal position of the military policy on homosexuality and how this
policy was applied to lesbians. Additionally, I situate this study in relation to
other published and unpublished work of a similar nature. In Chapter 3:

‘Camouflage: Negotiating Gender and Sexuality in the British Army’, I explore

* Throughout the thesis I have used a system of coding to inform the reader as to the source of

quotations used. The codes are as follows: Q = Questionnaire; I = Interview; SC = Supplementary

Correspondence. Summarised data sourced from the telephone interviews are coded TI =
Telephone Interview.

> A short biography of each participant can be found at Appendix 1.
® See Appendix 2 for the rank structure of the British Army.
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how the lesbians in my study made sense of gender and sexuality in their
everyday lives and demonstrate the tensions and contradictions as they
negotiated being lesbian and a member of the British Armed Forces. In this
chapter I also explore what strategies they employed to blend in, not just as

women in a male space, but also as gay women in a ‘straight’ space.

In Chapter 4 — ‘A Disciplined Body of Women: Controlling Women’s Military

Bodies’, I consider how the body is disciplined, or made ‘docile’ (Foucault,
1977) by the military process, including the physical enclosure of the female
body through segregation and within the uniform. The uniform emerged as a
very important means by which the institution was able to mark the female
soldierly body as obviously feminine. My research shows, however, that
individual lesbians subverted these meanings and used clothing as a type of
uniform to display/mask the lesbian body. Both of these strategies draws
attention to the ‘body’ and the complex socio-cultural rules which govern its
performance or display (Goffman, 1959). In Chapter 5 — ‘Identity on Parade:
Living Lesbian Lives - Managing Sexual Identity in the British Army’, I explore
what impact the ban on homosexuality had on the forty participants in my study
and how they lived as lesbians within the Army. Drawing on the respondents’
personal accounts, I examine the ways in which they managed their sexual
identity in order to evade detection, investigation and dismissal, while
simultaneously making themselves selectively visible to other lesbians (Walker,
2001). I consider, in the light of the lifting of the ban on homosexuality in the

military, what impact (if any) this will have for lesbians in military uniform.

A key aim of this research is for the results to be accessible to a wide readership.
Often, academic research comes across as remote; the language of academia
rendering the words inaccessible to the group of people 1t purports to represent.
Furthermore, the military is no different to the academy in this sense, in that

military ‘jargon’, traditions and policies can be just as alienating to the outsider.

Since I want this research to be available to academic colleagues and the wider

gay and lesbian community (military and non-military), I have endeavoured to

avoid the use of either set of exclusionary discourses. I hope my military
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background will enable me to blend the military and academic languages into a

body of work that meets the academic requirements while remaining accessible

to a military audience.

This thesis aims to address the lack of both recent material on women in the
British Army and the paucity of any work documenting lesbians’ experiences. It
offers a critique of the British military institution and the Army’s policies
regarding gender and sexuality while, at the same time, it accords a rare glimpse
of what life was like for lesbian soldiers over the past fifty years. These women,
who, I suggest, live the most ‘feminist’ of lives (independent, financially secure,
mobile and powerful), have been marginalised and silenced because of their
participation in the military. Their voices are seldom heard within feminist
debate and their life choices are often judged. This thesis takes these women’s
lives seriously and goes a little way towards placing their stories and their
experiences as women, as soldiers and as lesbians in the British Army into the

public domain. I will illustrate that while their lives are linked by their ‘uniform

identity’, their identities as women, soldiers and lesbians have been anything but

uniform.
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Chapter 1

‘Basic training’

Researching Lesbian Soldiers’ Lives

‘I was immersed 1n the subject of this study before I began to research it in any
systematic way’ (Walters, 2000: 268)

Introduction

One of the basic tenets of Women’s Studies and feminist research is that
women’s experiences be placed °...at the centre of analysis’ (Robinson,

1997: 2) in order to shift the focus of the lens of knowledge °...from
androcentricity to a frame of reference in which women’s different and differing
ideas, expenences, needs and interests are valid in their own right” (Bowles and
Klein, 1983 in Robinson, 1997: 2). In addition, in feminist research, the
subjectivity of the researcher has been interrogated. As Rosalind Edwards points

out, ‘...the researcher is not simply a straightforward receptacle for the views of

others’ but should be considered a ‘variable’ of the study (Edwards, 1993: 185).

Researchers are 1nvested in the process and have often been, in some way or
other, impacted by the topic of study. As I have stated in the Introduction to this
thesis, I too have lived a life as a lesbian soldier and these experiences have
afforded me both an ‘“insider’ and ‘outsider’ status (Collins, 1991). My identity as
a lesbian ex-soldier, discharged from the Army for being gay, has driven the
research from the outset, informed the questions I have asked and, at times, 1s
incorporated as data. I structured the study around my academic interest into how
lesbians in the British Army made sense of their everyday lives as women, as
soldiers and as lesbians, and that interest derives from my previous experiences
in the Army as a woman and as a lesbian (compare Gorelick, 1991: 474). I felt it
was important to situate myself within the research (Dunne, 1997), not just in the
writing up of the findings, but throughout the process of contacting and
interacting with participants. I continually ‘outed’ myself as an ex-soldier, a
member of the WRAC, a Military Police Officer and a lesbian who had been
discharged from the Army for being gay. Situating myself in this way — as ‘one
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of them’ — facilitated a sense of commonality and even a sense of belonging
between potential respondents and myself. Many of us have ‘identities’ in
common — as ex-Army, as WRAC, as Military Police, as lesbians, as lesbians
who were thrown out of the Army, as women who served in Northern Ireland;
the list is endless. As someone who was aware of the Army’s quirks and
traditions, I might elicit data which heterosexual civilian researchers may not. 1
do not assert that my data is better or worse that another researcher’s would be,
but it is different because the process has been fundamentally influenced by my

standpoint. My own story and my research approach necessitates the use of the

first person pronoun, ‘I’, throughout this chapter and throughout the thesis.

However, while the respondents and I ‘share’ a common story, as with all
empirical studies, what these women thought would happen to their data might
be different from what has actually happened to it. They might or might not
approve of the end product, this thesis and, despite being aware of the parameters
of the research, I appreciate that they have no power to influence the meaning I

derive from their stories (Ramazanoglu with Holland, 2002: 157; Back, 2002: 1).
As Kelly et al state,

...It 15 we who have the time, resources and skills to conduct
methodical work, to make sense of experience and locate
individuals in historic and social contexts...it is an illusion to

think that, in anything short of a participatory research project,

participants can have anything approaching ‘equal’ knowledge to
the researcher (1994: 37).

While the political underpinnings of feminist research often bring with it a desire
by the researcher to give something back, to see the researcher/researched

relationship as a reciprocal arrangement (Acker et al., 1991), this is not always

achievable. Early feminist scholars spoke of their ambitions to raise
consciousness within the researched group, to view the women as active
participants rather than research subjects and to fill the gaps in historical

accounts by giving voice to women’s stories and thereby to women’s realities
(Oakley, 1981; Acker et al., 1991). Revisiting her earlier work of 1980,
Chodorow (1996) found herself frustrated by the apparent lack of awareness
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about gender displayed by her highly educated female respondents. This clashed
with her own beliefs about the impact of gender as a structure within all women’s
lives. Looking for an exemplar of oppression she, in fact, discovered resistance
to feminism. This reminds us of the need to incorporate the diversity of women’s
subjectivity. Taking a feminist approach to research requires the analysis of
various systems of oppression and how they differently affect different women.
As Sherry Gorelick states, ... every piece of research must include an analysis of
the specific social location of the women involved in the study with respect to
these various systems of oppression’ (Gorelick, 1991: 473). She submits that
Dorothy Smith’s (Smith, 1979; 1988) concept of a social science of, by and for

women offers the most options for the future.

{

To understand the different milieus in which women experience
their oppression and to trace their connections with each other, we
need a social science produced by women of various social
conditions...a social science that reveals the commonalities and
structured conflicts of the hidden structures of oppression, both as
they are felt and as they are obscured. The quest for such a science

confronts and comprises a dynamic tension among the researcher

and the researched, struggle and science, action, experience,
method and theory (Gorelick, 1991: 474).

This chapter will explain how I gathered and analysed data from questionnaires

and interviews and outline some of the basic characteristics of the women in my
sample group. For ease of reference, short biographies of each of the women are

included 1n Appendix 1. What I would like to do in this chapter is to weave the
theoretical framework around the explanations of research methods used. In this
way I will demonstrate how the theory has assisted in the understanding and the
interpretation of the data collected. To paraphrase John Berger (1984: 30-31),
although the story and the time belong to the women who participated in my
research, their words and the meaning derived from them have been filtered
through a lens of my choosing (my emphasis). The lens, through which I have
read my participants’ stories, enables me to connect their ... ideas, experience
and reality’ to produce situated knowledge capable of demonstrating a certain

level of credibility and authority (Ramazanoglu with Holland, 2002: 9).
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Feminist methodology developed in response to the apparent inability of
mainstream approaches to satisfactorily make the connections between ideas, the
experiences and the realities of women. It has its origins in Western traditions of
scientific enquiry and the search for ‘truth’, but challenges accepted

understandings of gender and the disparity in power relationships between men
and women (Harding, 1987; Ramazanoglu with Holland, 2002). Feminism itself

has developed over time and within different communities into an exciting and

disparate movement, but it is so diverse that it is almost impossible to generalise
about the beliefs within this movement. In different periods of time and in

different communities, feminism has been associated with differing political and

social objectives. In the UK, for example, these aims have included universal

suffrage, equal access to education and parity of pay and conditions in the
workplace with male colleagues, as well as making wider challenges to
patriarchal dominance and the subjection of women. Most feminist academics
agree that the diversity of beliefs confounds any universal feminist methodology,
to be used like a recipe for the production of feminist ‘knowledge’. However,
Nancy Hartsock argues that within feminism there is a common methodology
that sets feminism aside from most other social movements (in Western capitalist
countries at least). Feminism itself, as an idea, an experience and a reality, ¢...1s
a mode of analysis, a method of approaching life and politics, rather than a set of

political conclustons about the oppression of women’ (1998: 35). For feminist

researchers, therefore, the production of knowledge brings with it an
acknowledged responsibility to consider core political and ethical questions
about who 1s doing the knowing, the positioning of the researcher in the research

process and the level of accountability the researcher has in the dissemination of

the valid knowledge (Ramazanoglu with Holland, 2002: 1-20).

Epistemology and Feminist Standpoint Theorising
Western epistemological thought is founded upon the philosophical belief that

reason, when used in a scientific manner, can produce a body of knowledge that

represents objective universal truth. However, these truths were positioned as
‘dualisms’ and associated with particular beliefs about the “natural’ privileging of

the male in society. Reason, therefore, became associated with the male and
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emotion with the female; men claimed control over the mind while the imperfect
and uncontrollable body was considered to be the downfall of women. These
polarities, which emphasise the privileged position of men in society,
consistently seek to associate women with lesser-valued characteristics and can
be seen to have contributed to the oppression of women in most societies (Smith,
1988). Feminist epistemology attempts to challenge these traditional views and
proffers alternative epistemological approaches to research. As Mary Maynard

succinctly puts it, feminist concerns have been with ‘who knows what, about

whom and how 1s this knowledge legitimized?’ (1994: 18)

In considering my methodological approach, I found Dorothy Smith’s feminist

strategy of ‘institutional ethnography’ particularly useful as a means of

unravelling,

...the actual social processes and practices organizing people’s
everyday experience. This means a sociology in which we do not
transform people into objects, but preserve their presence as
subjects...A sociology for women must be able to disclose for
women how their own social situation, their everyday world is
organized and determined by social processes which are not
knowable through [the] ordinary means... (1986: 6).

I also found aspects of standpoint theory useful in that, as Bev Skeggs argues, it

turns the spotlight onto °...the subject at the cen<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>