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I am pleased to serve as commentator for this very interesting panel and chapter section of the Oxford 
book.  Taken together, the panel looks at multiple manifestations of masculinities in combat in the era 
of the world wars (and memories of this heroic service in nation-building even in the face of racial 
discrimination), military sexual politics, and the gendering of the efforts to constrain war through laws, 
humanitarian institutions and intergovernmental cooperation. 

Let me make some general observations and then raise some questions that will hopefully be 
useful for discussion and the revisions. Kuehne, Smith and Mülhauser's research topics complement 
one another—it is as if their empirical themes partly speak to what is not directly addressed in the 
other papers.  Each tells a different story in the effort to examine diverse manifestations of masculini-
ties as they were shaped through combat in the age of mass industrial total wars, by race and by sexual 
encounters, including violence.  Sluga by contrast writes a different account of the same era, an alter-
native assessment as Iriye so aptly puts it, to the grand narratives of modern European history— the 
inevitable paths leading to World War I and, in a tragic logic, setting preconditions and precedents for 

WWII.  Sluga shows agency for alternative paths, if not the fully successful institutionalization of a 
new reign of peace and international harmony, certainly visions, institutions, laws and practices de-
signed to “tame war” as she says (and there were parallel feminist efforts to tame/control male sexu-
ality).  She concentrates on the ways these humanitarian efforts became increasingly and consistently 
gendered (including laying stress on the active role of women’s and feminist transnational mobiliza-
tions) in the emerging world of intergovernmental organizations and cooperation. Taken together, this 
subsection of the book shows how both mass war (and soldiers’ diverse experiences in armed combat 
in the context of national rivalries and colonial unrest and struggle for independence) and movements 
for their taming (at least in wars that met the legal definition in international law as sovereign state 
conflict) are critical elements in shaping our global interconnected system.  The interlinking goes back 
to the mid-l9th century, with a slow but perceptible militarization of society (by that I mean the grow-
ing, although always contested, societal support for the military and national defense) at the same time 
the collective efforts to limit the means and methods of waging war (but not until the 1990s criminal-
izing many form of wartime sexual violence). 

Let me begin with Thomas Kuehne. To some extent, the promise is greater than the product—
at least as sketched out here.  The paper as written feels predetermined with the conclusions already 
reached rather than reflecting an open process of inquiry.  The work is highly schematic as opposed 
to rich in empirical details.  And when I say there is more promise—by this I mean that Kuehne does 
not quite deliver what he says:  he describes the era of “total war” driven “by feverish, convulsive 
arduous controversial searches for masculinity” in the context of brutalization and blurring of civil-
ian/soldier lines, and then says this has to be studied in specific contexts and through groups of people:  
men:women; soldiers:civilians; officers:rank and file, etc. But it is precisely here that we are not given 
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empirical details.  He calls the end product “hegemonial diversification” but there is not a lot of anal-

ysis of how he got there.  He rightly claims that in analyzing representations of gender norms the 
“devil is in the details.” Let’s have the devil or some of the details,  Perhaps if would be good to take 
one of the pairs and talk about the arguments in more detail.  But I am also not sure how another 
conclusion was reached that in the Western world, at the end of WWII, there was more diversified 
options for heterosexual masculinity in terms attitudes, actions and emotions which, however, worked 
to marginalize homosexuality, appreciably more accepted in the First World War.  What accounts for 
this change?  And my final issue is about transnational comparisons — how does this focus on mas-
culinity and combat offer new insights into comparative histories (new interpretations) or does it 
merely confirm what we (intuitively) already know:  that is I am not surprised that the US had a more 
pluralized martial masculinity than Nazi Germany. What do you show that is unexpected with your 
comparative approach? 

Richard Smith’s chapter is also somewhat schematic:  it lays out the theoretical and conceptual 
assumptions for the chapter exceedingly well and captures the dilemmas and paradoxes of empire and 
its uses of colonial troops —all of which Smith says are exacerbated by the stresses and strains of 
wartime which required— but so did peacetime he adds—constant gender and racial renegotiations.  
The paper is somewhat sparse on details, so I have three areas I’d like to hear more about.  You explain 
well what challenged British and French confidence in the rightness of rule (for the British experiences 
in the Crimea, the Indian Mutiny and Boer war and for the French, its declining birthrate vis a vis 
imperial Germany)— but what about extending the comparisons.  What were the challenging contexts 
in imperial Germany or in the US beginning at the time of the Spanish/American war?  I’d also like 
to hear more about colonial soldiers war experiences—recruitment, deployment, daily life, discipline 
and leisure, and give us a sense of the sources you are using.  Finally, in shaping postwar expectations 
(and this fits in with Glenda’s focus):  how important were the wartime discourses in shaping postwar 
realities:  “making the world safe for democracy” or the Atlantic Charter in 1941 with its promises of 
self-determination and the spread of human rights language as an Allied war aim.       

I ask Regina Mülhauser also to talk briefly about your source base—what range of sources 
have you used to reconstruct this history of consensual and non-consensual sexual encounters.  I won-

der if you see differences in the extent/nature of sexual violence by type of war:  does it take certain 
forms in colonial contexts, in military conquest, in occupation in wartime or after an armistice.  To 
what extent did these diverse contexts contributed to shifting the understandings of sexual encoun-
ters—violent or not?  In Rwanda, it was the context of international prosecutions (the international 
tribunal) that broadened definitions of sexual violence to take into account victims’ own understand-
ings which were more about the social context of humiliation, gazing, groping, spitting, pushing than 
actual physical penetration.  Finally, more as a result of the tense debates in the blogosphere and 
publisher platforms (Amazon or Barnes and Noble) generated by Mary Louise Roberts book What 

Soldiers Do (about American soldiers in France in WWII—the good war according to US mythology):  

have you encountered a difficult reception to your work? How do we as feminists communicate our 
new research on sexuality and war to a skeptical public.  After all, as this conference affirms, we are 
doing important work! 

Glenda Sluga has a number of integrated goals in the paper:  she wants to gender the narrative 
of humanitarianism, typically written as a male story beginning with Henry Dunant, and by bringing 

women in, rethink its fundamental characteristics, demonstrating the ties to peacemaking, feminism 
and intergovernmental institution-building.  At the same time she draws attention to the international 
commitment to human rights after 1945 which elevated the influence of international law over hu-
manitarianism and peace. Her approach, then, rewrites historiographies (drawing on older feminist 
histories of middle and upper class women’s involvement in public life, anti-slavery movements or 
care for soldiers and veterans after the Napoleonic wars) showing how the international system was 
increasingly structured by separate spheres ideology (within which, however, women could make 
gains in what was understood as female [maternal] spheres (social, children’s and other humanitarian 
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issues).  She has an interesting and interpretively rich paper particularly showing how (Western) na-

tional patterns of gender norms and practices were internationalized. I’d like to hear more about the 
criteria used in your choice of themes:  what has to be there to make an action humanitarian?  What 
actually  constitutes humanitarian actions in light of what we now understand as the vast translational 
flows and circulations of people and ideas.  What language did your own historical actors use to de-
scribe their work? What makes the Ottoman case relevant:  intrusion of outside groups (US red cross) 
or government’s use of a national women’s association to provide needed relief.  I felt that humani-
tarianism is stated in the paper but never fully described as a transformed and transforming vision.  
Similarly, in the intergovernmental organizations, women who once were so central to peace, were 
relegated to the humanitarian sections and excluded from male tasks of peace and security.  Can you 
comment further here?  Also I’d like you to clarify what you see as the transnational feminist impact 
in San Francisco and the critical years 1945-1949—women’s multiple contributions to shaping human 
rights formulations and politics.  Specifically, how do you assess the creation of the CSW (quite a 
deviation from the League—when leading women’s advocacy groups did not support a separate 
women’s committee and thus the League never established a formal permanent women’s committee 
—although there was as of 1930 an eight person Women’s Consultative Committee on Nationality 
which had the promise to become something more.) 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


