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Abstract:  

Reforms of the post-conflict military are often part of a broader Security Sector Reform (SSR), 

focusing on public state institutions in the security domain. The military, as a traditionally 

masculine institution, has been targeted for reforms related to gender integration and 

mainstreaming in order to make it more democratic and representative. Yet, while these efforts 

partly have succeeded in making gender issues essential to the military, I argue here that in 

order to achieve a gendered transformation of the military and erase the gender hierarchy, it is 

necessary to move focus beyond the public sphere and into the private to examine how these 

are mutually dependent. I illustrate this point through examples taken from interviews with 

soldiers from national armies in two countries which have experienced wide-ranging reforms 

following conflict: Burundi and South Africa. I identify three societal borders policing women 

in the private sphere, which have an impact the public sphere: resistance to women in the army; 

women as primary caregivers, and men’s perceived superiority over women. The examples 

show how a gendered transformation needs to collapse borders between public and private in 

order to make visible gendered forms of exclusion and discrimination in the military.  

Keywords: gender, military, Security Sector Reform (SSR), private/public distinction, women  
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Introduction  

Almost two decades after the concept was coined i, security sector reform (SSR) remains one 

of the top priorities for post-conflict states trying to build sustainable peace. Initially a product 

of the security-development nexus debate, yet firmly entrenched in the security side of the 

debate (Abrahamsen 2016, 5; Hudson 2012; Hurwitz & Peake 2004; Wilén 2015), the 

overarching aim of SSR is to make the security sector accountable, legitimate and transparent 

in the provision of internal and external security and rule of law (Mobekk 2010, 279).  

Highly gendered state institutions in the security domain, such as the military, police and 

judiciary have a double engagement in the steering of gender change: on the one hand they are 

bearers of power in relation to the society they act upon by belonging to the state, on the other 

hand they are organisations with their own gender regimes and patterns (Connell 2006, 437-

438). In the aftermath of conflict, efforts to make these institutions more democratic and 

representative have often been part of broader reform of the security sector, coined in the 

concept of Security Sector Reform (SSR) and have included a strong emphasis on gender 

integration and mainstreamingii (Valasek 2008; Bastick 2015; Bastick & Valasek 2009). In 

particular the military – a traditionally conservative bastion for masculinity where men are 

globally over-represented (Goldstein 2001; Kronsell 2012) – has been the target for reforms to 

address this gender bias. Yet, while SSR programs have been important in order to introduce 

the concepts of gender integration and gender mainstreaming to the military, they have not 

been sufficient to rectify the exclusion and invisibility that women face in the military 

(Carreiras 2006; Duncanson & Woodward 2016).  

This article addresses the topic of gendered transformation of the military through the research 

question:  how far has SSR managed to transform the post-conflict military institutions in terms 

of gender? A gendered transformation refers here to a re-evaluation and reform of the way that 
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gender structures the military institution’s work in a way which reinforces gender hierarchy 

and gender stereotypes which ultimately position women as subordinate to men. Gender is here 

understood as a structural power relation based on the socially constructed roles and behaviours 

associated with men’s and women’s biological sex (Valasek 2008, 2-3; Cohn 2013, 4).  

 The focus of the article is thus on the military institution, gender and SSR and while gender 

roles associated with both men and women are analysed, the intention is to make visible 

women’s experiences in the military with regard to gender roles.  I argue here that to achieve 

a gendered transformation of the military which erases the gendered hierarchy that traditionally 

structures the military and the security sector more generally and achieve greater gender 

equality, there is a need to ‘blur the lines’ between the public and private. With blurring the 

lines between the public and private I mean efforts to analyse how the private and public sphere 

intersect and mutually influence each other. This is necessary to identify how women’s 

gendered experiences and roles in the private sphere impact upon their work in the public 

sphere. To achieve such a transformation of the military, it is necessary to address women’s 

social and cultural obligations, gender inequality and in particular, the structural violence that 

constitutes normality for many women (Ní Aoláin, Haynes & Cahn 2011, 64).  

The scope of such a gendered transformation of the military exceeds the traditional 

understanding of SSR, which focuses on gender balancing and gender mainstreaming within 

the existing structures rather than revisiting the structures themselves. Yet this is a necessary 

makeover if we are to make women’s experiences visible and render the security sector 

representative for the whole population. A failure to achieve a gendered transformation of the 

security sector means that women’s experiences remain invisible and ultimately this risk 

reinforcing male dominance both in the public and the private.  
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The overarching aim of this article is to elucidate the challenges facing a transformative 

gendered security sector reform of the post-conflict military by focusing on the distinction 

between public and private. Specifically, the aims are firstly to identify societal borders which 

control women in the private sphere and secondly, to examine how these borders influence, 

and make invisible, women’s exclusion in the military environment. The most pervasive 

societal borders for this topic are identified through an analysis of individual experiences, 

drawn from interviews with army personnel (both men and women), and an in-depth 

examination of the literature on SSR, gender, women and the military. The use of interview 

excerpts is made on the one hand to give concrete examples of a theoretically complicated 

discussion about the effects of public/private distinctions and thereby increase understanding 

of the problem, and on the other hand to theorize SSR of the military institution through men 

and women’s experiences of itiii. By doing this, the paper contributes to the literature on women 

and gender in the military (Carreiras 2006; MacKenzie 2015; Woodward & Duncanson 2017), 

the literature on gender change in public organisations (see for example Connell 2006), and, 

more specifically to gendered SSR (Kunz & Valasek 2012; Mobekk 2010; Hudson 2012), to 

feminist discussions about the distinction between private and public (Gavison 1992; Griffin 

1996; Ehlstain 1981).  

The focus of the article is on women’s experiences, yet the intent is not to conflate gender with 

women. Gender is here defined as socially constructed roles and behaviours associated with  

men and women’s biological sex, which at heart is a structural power relation (Valasek 2008, 

2-3; Cohn 2013, 4). As such, gender roles are fluid and change depending on culture and 

context, yet many experience their gender identity as something fixed (Duncanson 2016, 8). 

So, while gender refers to roles and expectations that affect both men and women, “women” 

refers only to individuals who have the biological female sex.  
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Material and Methodological Information 

This article constitutes an empirically illustrated theoretical argument. As such, the paper is 

primarily based on secondary sources, such as academic articles, official documents and 

reports. Yet, the three societal borders analysed in the paper are drawn from observation of, 

and interviews with army staff in Burundi during a fieldtrip in 2013 as well as 8 individual 

interviews and 4 focus groups conducted with a South African infantry battalion based outside 

Cape Town in 2015.  

In Burundi, I stayed with a Belgian military unit which gave management courses to military 

personnel at the Military Academy ISCAM (Institut Supérieur des Cadres Militaries) in 

Bujumbura. This gave me access to observe the courses that the Belgian officers taught, and 

the general training that the Burundian military took part of (exercises, sport events etc.). iv I 

was introduced to classes taught by the Belgian officers and after having explained my research 

projectv, I asked for volunteers to interview. In total, I conducted 16 individual interviews with 

Burundian military staff members who volunteered. The interviews took place in an empty 

classroom in the military academy. To complement this primary material which only featured 

two interviews with women, I use secondary material in the shape of a radio interview with 

three Burundian women from the security sector (police and the military), which was broadcast 

in November 2011 on the Dutch radio in Africavi. In South Africa, I conducted research on the 

military together with a South African colleague. We got formal authorisation from the military 

to interview volunteers from a battalion outside of Cape Town approximately 4 months after 

we introduced our demand. A senior officer identified volunteers for the interviews and focus 

groups, which were conducted at the military base in a classroom settingvii. The focus groups 

were segmented in terms of gender and rank, to account for power relations which could 

influence the free flow of conversation (Söderström, 2011). 
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In terms of structure, this paper starts out with a section tracing the development of gender, 

SSR and the military. Thereafter, I discuss what a radical, gendered transformation of the 

military would entail, before excerpts from interviews with soldiers in Burundi and South 

Africa are used to exemplify experiences of three societal borders present in both private and 

public spheres which prevent SSR from achieving a gendered transformation of the military. 

A concluding discussion tries to draw the findings one step further and gives brief suggestions 

for how to achieve such a reform.  

 

GENDER, SSR AND THE MILITARY 

The core security actors of SSR are the military, the police and other state-actors, such as 

gendarmeries and intelligence services, yet also comprised in the security sector are justice and 

rule of law institutions, security management bodies and non-statutory security forces, such as 

rebel groups (Valasek 2008, 2). For this article, the focus is on reforms of the military 

institution.  

SSR has since its inception been the topic for academic analyses that have criticized and 

developed the concept. Criticism has been raised against its narrow focus on state institutions 

(Baker 2010; Ní Aoláin, Haynes, & Cahn 2011, 63), and subsequently recent years have seen 

the scope broaden to include non-state actors as well, resulting in what some term a hybrid 

SSR model (Andersen 2011, 11-14; Schroeder, Chappuis & Kocak 2014). While the 

acknowledgement of non-state security actors is a step towards a broadened understanding of 

security, this is not an uncontroversial step. In more traditional forms of justice for example, 

accountability and equality problems may at times be exacerbated: in particular women’s rights 

(Kunz & Valasek 2012, 125). At the same time however, some rebel groups, which per 

definition are non-state actors, have been characterised by more gender equal structures than 
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the armed forces of the state (Axelsson 2015; Cock 1991), demonstrating the complexity of the 

issue.   

Yet while SSR has occasionally been broadened to include non-state actors as well, the focus 

has remained on public security rather than private security. This means that the ‘continuum of 

violence’, often disproportionally experienced by women, has for the most part remained 

excluded from these reforms. The notion of ‘continuum of violence’ aims to erase arbitrary 

distinctions of violence as either ‘ordinary’ and often hidden, or ‘extraordinary’ and overt. 

Often only violence classified as ‘extraordinary’ exerts a response, a mourning from society, 

whereas the ‘ordinary’ violence is silenced (Roy 2008, 2016; Swaine 2010). Gender oppression 

and gender-based violence are paradigmatic of what Bourdieu has termed ‘symbolic violence’, 

and are the prerequisite for maintaining and perpetuating unequal power relations (Roy 2008, 

218). It is therefore crucial to address both ‘ordinary’ and ‘extraordinary’ violence in order to 

achieve a radical, gendered security sector reform. Put it bluntly: societies that are not safe for 

women are not safe (Ní Aoláin, Haynes & Cahn 2011, 62).  

A related feminist criticism against SSR documents is the tendency to confuse gender and 

women (Hudson 2012, 78; Cohn 2013, 3). The confusion between the two terms is likely to be 

found due on the one hand to the lack of clear definition of gender, and on the other hand to 

the fact that security institutions usually are ‘gendered institutions’ where a particular type of 

heterosexual masculinity is the norm, much due to the overrepresentation of males subscribing 

to and reinforcing such a masculinity (Ní Aoláin, Haynes & Cahn 2011, 62; Hudson 2012, 87). 

In order to emphasise the need for femininity to also have a place and space in security forces, 

policy-makers sometimes confuse gender with women (Cohn 2013, 3).  

The strong association between the military institution and masculinity renders security sector 

reforms focused on achieving greater gender equality particularly complex. The masculinity 
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associated with the military, although differing depending on history and socio-cultural 

contextviii, (and most likely currently changing) (Duncanson & Woodward 2017, 4), is 

traditionally associated with traits like braveness, power, aggression, heterosexuality and 

authority (Mankayi 2010, 26; Sasson-Levy 2003, 451; Kronsell 2012). These characteristics 

can potentially reinforce violent and sexist behaviour in a conservative and closed context such 

as the military. A disproportionate number of sexual assaults against female military members 

seems to be evidence of this (see section on violence; Murdoch & Nichol, 1995). In order to 

avoid such behaviour and promote a more equal gender balance, SSR has at times focused on 

adding a larger number of women to security forces.   

The “add-and-stir” debate which this reform of adding women has provoked, has underlined 

its inherent problems: pointing both at the essentialist and instrumentalist view of women as 

bringing particular capacities because of their gender, and to the extra burden that is placed on 

women to transform deeply conservative and traditionalist institutions such as the armed forces 

(Dharmapuri 2013; Eriksson Baaz & Utas 2012). Considerable research has also questioned 

the extent to which adding women actually can transform the masculine culture in security 

institutions, showing evidence of women instead co-opting and adapting to the culture in order 

to fit in (Eduards 2012; Duncanson & Woodward 2016; Simic 2010). However, without 

disregarding the findings of this research, it is clear that if women are not represented in larger 

numbers, the military, and the security sector in general, which is one of the most powerful 

sectors in a state (Mathers 2013), remains by and for men. 

 

A RADICAL TRANSFORMATION 

Acknowledging and accepting these various strands of criticism against the failure to genderix 

SSR and transform the military institution in particular, I argue that to overcome these 
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problems and achieve a transformative change there is a need to adopt a more radical modelx 

which brings in the private sphere in order to understand and transform the public. In other 

words, it is necessary to at least temporarily integrate the private and public sphere in order to 

unpack gender hierarchies and achieve greater gender equality. This is not a new claim: 

feminists, like MacKinnon have long argued that there is a need to “explode the private”, as 

for women “the private is public for those for whom the personal is political” (MacKinnon 

1989, 191). Yet, so far much of the literature on gender, women, the military and SSR have 

focused firmly on the public sphere, giving detailed accounts of failed gender and/or female 

integration in the security sector, without stretching into the private in order to understand how 

women’s private lives impact on their public experience. However, when discussing with 

soldiers in the military, it becomes obvious that the two spheres are intimately linked, as 

women’s roles and expectations as mothers and wives in the private sphere have significant 

repercussions on their public work. In addition, the norms and expectations that women 

experience in the private sphere contribute to making invisible the discrimination and exclusion 

women face in the public sphere.  

Achieving a radical, gendered transformation of the post-conflict military through SSR requires 

therefore going beyond a narrow focus on public security institutions and into the private 

sphere in order to disrupt and transform the existing structured power relations between 

genders (Ní Aoláin, Haynes, & Cahn 2011, 63). Integrating a gender perspective in the military 

through SSR needs to be understood less like a technical process focused on reforming an 

institution during a specific time period, and more like a transformation driven and motivated 

by personal experiences and expectations which enable a gendered makeover of not only the 

security apparatus in a society, but also the way security is understood and defined. In essence, 

bringing in the private in the understanding of the public renders visible the specific challenges 

which women as security actors and civilians face. The scope of such a transformation exceeds 
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the traditional understanding of SSR, yet if the security sector is to be representative of, and 

provide protection for, the whole population, this is a necessary makeover. As such, the radical 

gendered SSR model shares the same goals as the traditional SSR: to make the security sector 

accountable, legitimate and transparent in the provision of internal and external security and 

rule of law for all.   

 

The Case Studies: South Africa and Burundi  

In order to understand the limits of the current, traditional understanding of SSR and envision 

a radical, gendered version, I introduce empirical excerpts of experiences from female and male 

soldiers’ in the militaries in Burundi and South Africa. The choice of the two case studies is 

based on the fact that they have both shared and no-shared attributes, which makes comparison 

worthwhile (Sartori 1991, 246). In terms of similarities, both states have experienced violent 

armed conflict which have contributed to strongly divisive and segregated states in terms of 

race and ethnicity, although the civil war in Burundi, which resulted in over 200,000 victims, 

involved significantly more high-intensity violence than the ‘liberation war’ abolishing 

apartheid in South Africa.  

Yet, following these conflict experiences, both states reformed their security sectors 

considerably. In both countries, a new integrated army, composed of former government forces 

and armed factions was established. Following their conflict histories, ethnic diversity became 

the most important element for reform in the new Burundian army, the Forces Defenses 

Nationales (FDN) (Samii 2013; Wilén 2015), whereas in South Africa, radical affirmative 

action policies introduced racial diversity to the new South African National Defence Force 

(SANDF) (Heinecken & van der Waag-Cowling 2009; Licklider 2014).  In addition to these 

reforms focused on ethnicity and race, other reforms targeted gender integration and 
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mainstreaming in efforts to make the military more representative and democratic. In Burundi, 

a strategy for gender integration in the FDN was finalised in 2011 and a gender axis was 

authorised in the Ministry of Defence and Former Combatants (MNDC) in activities between 

2011 and 2013. In addition, communication/awareness campaigns to change behaviour, 

improving recruitment processes for female staff, and rehabilitating the infrastructure to take 

into account gender specific needs were envisioned (Wilén 2014, 338). In South Africa, 

significant reforms aimed at a greater gender equality in the armed forces have taken place 

following the adoption of a new Constitution in 1996. Women are for example now allowed to 

train for, and to serve, in all ranks and positions, including combat positions. The adoption of 

a Gender Mainstreaming Policy in 2007 by the Department of Defence has also prompted an 

assertive affirmative action campaign to improve gender representation (Wilén & Heinecken 

2018, 5). Yet, while similar on these accounts, the two states have achieved radically different 

results when it comes to integrating women in the military, where the SANDF has managed to 

elevate the number of female members from 11% in 1994 to over 23% in 2015 (Wilén & 

Heinecken 2018), while in Burundi the number has remained very low, under 1% (Bosco 

2015)xi.  

The interview excerpts chosen from the case studies, exemplify how societal borders in the 

private sphere impact on and make invisible female soldiers’ experiences in the public, 

military, sphere. This ultimately reinforces the masculine norm in the army and prevents a 

radical transformation of the military in particular and the security sector in general. Societal 

borders are here understood as what is deemed culturally appropriate for some individuals to 

do or be, but not for others. These borders are both imaginary and real – as they both concern 

ideas about what certain individuals should or should not do, and real as they have real-life 

implications for these individuals (Åhäll 2016, 3). They are also culturally distinct – what is 
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appropriate for some individuals to do in Sweden, may not be the same in South Africa. The 

interview excerpts will therefore be analysed in their socio-cultural contexts.  

 

EXAMINING HOW SOCIETAL BORDERS IN THE PRIVATE AFFECTS 

MILITARY WORK IN THE PUBLIC  

In the interviews it quickly became clear that societal borders, which were present in the private 

sphere, also had a strong impact inside the military. Three societal borders were particularly 

visible in the interviews: 1) the resistance against women in combat positions and in the army 

in general, which became perceptible both in discourse and in practice where the male body 

remained the ‘default mode’ and the female body was still seen as deviant (Cohn 2013, 16); 2) 

the societal border prescribing child care as a responsibility for women only; and 3) the societal 

border, particularly present in patriarchal societies, which understands women as inferior to 

men. At its most extreme, this understanding legitimizes men to exercise violence against 

women (Sjoberg 2014, 42, 132; Rames, Bununagi & Niyonzima 2017, 23).  

 

Civil-military Resistance Against Women in the Army  

The societal border which had the most implications for the military was the understanding 

that women are not supposed to fight and kill (Åhäll 2016) – and hence not to be part of the 

army in any combat functionxii. This societal border controlled not only women’s roles within 

the military, but also in the private sphere, where family and friends objected to their enrolment 

in implicit or explicit ways. In the interviews, female soldiers explained how they felt 

stigmatised because they were women and male soldiers confirmed that there was a general 

resistance against women in the army in both Burundi and South Africa:  
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 When I see all these ladies I think where are we going with all these ladies? We 

are now overusing the men because the ladies are not the same. I do agree that we 

must not suppress women, but we have to look at the job that one is doing. I hate 

to deploy with ladiesxiii. 

 

One of the first females in the Burundian army explained how she experienced strong resistance 

against her presence in the military:  

/…/they said it was a curse to see a woman in the army and they thought 

that it was over, that there would be no other woman coming to the army. So, they 

did a lot of things, even in the meetings, they said it is absurd that you bring a 

woman here/…/and many told me that this was not my place, that I was there only 

because of the politicsxiv.  

The control of this particular societal border was also evident outside the military institution, 

in the private sphere, where it became evident that many soldiers’ family and friends did not 

support their involvement in the military. A Burundian female officer explains: 

I think that we need to sensitize the school and the parents, because the parents they 

resist, there is a lot of resistance on both sides [inside the military and outside], at 

different levels, concerning the enrolment of girlsxv. 

Axelsson also explains how family members of female South African MK soldiersxvi 

disapproved of their participation in combat as it was seen as “too boyish” and not compatible 

with the woman’s place at home (2015, 176). Female soldiers hence felt a resistance against 

their inclusion in the army both in the public and in the private sphere. The societal border 

proscribing women as inappropriate for military work was not only visible in discourse but had 

tangible practical consequences as well, which all confirmed the male body as the ‘default 
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mode’- the norm - in the military (Cohn 2013, 16). This was particularly evident in Burundi 

where women still only make up less than 1 % percent of the military personnel (Bosco 2015), 

whereas there was less discussion about it in South Africa, which showcases one of the highest 

rates of female militaries with 23% (DOD 2015).  

In Burundi, the male ‘default mode’ was visible in both military practices and material aspects. 

The female soldiers raised for example complaints about initiation rites, which required 

soldiers to shave their hair – a degrading experience for women, whose hair is considered a 

sign of beauty in Burundian societyxvii. The male norm was also visible in too big uniforms and 

boots for the female soldiers, as well as a lack of infrastructure for the women, such as separate 

toilets and showers, although progress was made gradually. One female major explains:  

Even if they let us sleep apart, the toilets are the same. You are in the shower with 

a man who needs to use the same shower. There is need for an adapted and suitable 

infrastructure.xviii  

As a comparison and somewhat surprisingly perhaps, given the socio-economic differences 

between the two states and Sweden’s renowned work for gender equality, similar aspects were 

raised by Swedish female soldiers. In a study examining barriers for women’s career 

advancement in the military, it was revealed that approximately 40% of the women did not 

have body protection or uniform in the right size, and it was not until 2014 that the Military 

Academy started to alter the infrastructure of the sports arena to include both male and female 

changing rooms (Schröder 2017, 28). The male ‘default mode’, appears hence to be an aspect 

which is specific to military institutions in general and not due to socio-economic reasons (see 

also: Campell & D’Amico 1999, 73). While the practical consequences of it are confined to 

the military sphere, it also influences private discussions in the sense that women are not seen 

as having a place, or playing a role in the military. Yet, it seems probable that this becomes 
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less of an issue as the number of female soldiers increases. In South Africa for example, were 

the number of women exceeds 15% - what has been argued to be the threshold percentage for 

a ‘token’ situation (Carreiras 2017, 107) -  there were fewer comments addressing these specific 

gendered aspects. However, women’s private roles as mothers still posed problems for the 

South African female soldiers’ work in the military.  

 

Women’s Roles as Primary Caregivers for Children and its Impact on their Integration 

in the Military  

It became evident in a female focus group that women’s private roles as mothers and wives 

were difficult to combine with the military requirements of longer deployments abroad. This 

is linked to another societal border defining traditional gender roles in the South African and 

Burundian societies. Women’s roles are still customarily associated with household and 

childcare responsibilities and girls must learn “female” tasks such as housework, cooking, 

cleaning and raising children (Rames, Bununagi & Niyonzima 2017, 23; Patel & Hochefeld 

2011). As a result, female South African soldiers expressed stress about finding appropriate 

caregivers for their children while they were deployed abroad, while military fathers, deploring 

their female colleagues’ additional stress of leaving their children behind, did not voice any 

such concern:  

It is a different for a male than a female, a female has to sacrifice a lot of things, 

sometimes she is a single mother and she has to leave the child to a grandmotherxix.  

 

For the male soldiers it was clear that the mothers of their children would (continue to) be the 

primary caregivers while they were absent, while for the female soldiers, the same was not 

expected. As Cohn explains it:  
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(t)he conventional gendered expectations for heterosexual men is that their social 

relations will include having a family, but they will not have the responsibility to 

go grocery shopping, cook dinner, supervise homework, get the kids to bed, and 

prepare everyone’s lunches for the next dayxx.  

 

This gendered expectation of men not interested in, nor responsible of, or even not 

capable of, looking after their children was captured in this quote by a female rifleman:  

 

The daddies cannot look after the kids, they are busy with other things/…/I can’t 

trust a 26-year-old dad, they will go out clubbing and not look after kids. What 

happens if you leave them alone with the kids?”xxi  

 

Statistics for South Africa has confirmed that women generally bear a disproportionately 

greater responsibility for childcare compared to men, with about 42,5% of children aged below 

5 years old living with only their biological mother, while only 2% live only with their 

biological father (SSA 2015). In Burundi, the same trend can be observed, where women are 

responsible for childcare while the men are seen as the heads of households (Ministry of 

Interior 2008, 19). In other words, societal borders and cultural norms in the private sphere 

prescribing women as caregivers for children have an impact on women’s public work as 

soldiers.  
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Ordinary and Extraordinary Violence against Women and its Impact on the Military   

The quest for control and power through domination came out in some of the interviews and 

although actual experiences of violence were rarely expressed explicitly, the implicit 

understanding of men’s superiority over women was tangible in many of the interviews. At its 

most extreme, this understanding of men’s superiority, legitimizes violence against females 

(Sjoberg 2014, 132). The risk of male, military violence appears to be evident both in the 

private and the public sphere.  

Previous research has shown that domestic violence constitutes a social problem especially for 

the military (Adelman 2003; Hansen 2001; Enloe 2000). Male militaries risk transferring their 

use of violence due to their command of violence and weapons in their public functions into 

the private sphere. The military’s authoritarianism, the use of physical force and high level of 

stress increase the risk of domestic violence, which makes female partners to male militaries a 

specific risk category. Male militaries are also more likely to use violence against their female 

colleagues than men in other professions (Sadler et al. 2000). Murdoch et al. have shown how 

rates of reports of completed and attempted sexual assaults against female military members 

in the US were 20 times higher than reports by other government employees. In addition, a 

staggering 90% of the female respondents in their study reported sexual harassment while in 

the military (Murdoch & Nichol, 1995; Mathers 2013; Carreiras 2017)xxii. Females in either a 

professional or private relationship with male members of the military run thus a higher risk of 

being subject to violence and sexual harassment than others.  

The risk of violence against women is further elevated in patriarchal societies. Both Burundi 

and South Africa are characterised by patriarchal cultures, where women are considered as 

subordinate to men and are subject to high levels of gender-based violence (Britton 2006; 

Jewkes & Abrahams 2002; Rames, Bununagi & Niyonzima 2017, 23; Zicherman 2007, 48-
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49). South Africa in particular is infamous for its high rates of rape and research suggests that 

non-consensual or coerced sexual intercourse is a norm in a South African woman’s life 

(Jewkes & Abrahams 2002). Indeed, South Africa challenges the notion of a clear distinction 

between extraordinary and ordinary violence (Ní Aoláin, Haynes & Cahn 2011, 71) and seems 

to exemplify the “continuum of violence” (Cohn 2013, 21).  

In the interviews with the Burundian female soldiers, explicit narratives of violence were told:  

In the lower categories, the bosses can do whatever they want, punish you when 

you don’t respond to them trying to hit on you, etc. The Non-commissioned officers 

can abuse a woman who is of a lower rank/…/my mom cried when I got enrolled 

and also when she had to pick me up at the hospital because I had been slapped so 

hard on the ear that it brokexxiii.  

Interestingly, even though the female soldiers were victims of violence by their male 

colleagues, they still thought that they could act as protectors of women by their pure presence 

in the military, hence instrumentalising their own roles as female soldiers:  

[if] the woman [soldier] is there, this violence [against other women] will perhaps 

diminish, this violence which is committed by the militaryxxiv.   

In the interviews with the South African soldiers, no explicit reference to violence was 

made, however understandings of male superiority to female were frequently voiced. A 

South African male colonel explained the challenges with coming home from 

deployment:  

The part that I don’t like is that my wife still holds the power even when I’m back. 

I don’t want you to talk the last, now I’m here, now I will talk the last. I have to 

take time to let her understand that I’m back homexxv. 
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While this quote reveals no incidence of violence, it clearly shows how male dominance over 

females is important in the private sphere. It also illustrates the challenges facing in particular 

heterosexual couples, when the male soldier is returning from deployment. The ‘happy return’ 

may include significant problems for both parties, particularly in patriarchal societies where 

women normally are not seen as heads of households (Jacobsen 2013, 237; DeLargy 2013, 64). 

A Burundian policewoman (former soldier) sums up the issue of structural violence against 

women like this:  

Violence against women is violence that is inscribed in customs, in practices, and 

to break with customs, to break with practices, is not done in an hour, it is not done 

in a day, you have to reform and reform until the mentalities really change.xxvi 

Feminists have long criticized the separation of the “public” and the “private” in women’s lives 

arguing that there is a relationship between gendered forms of violence that women experience 

in their households and homes and state complicity in the so-called public sphere. This is 

particularly evident in efforts to gender SSR where there has been a conceptual unwillingness 

to “affirm that a failure to address that ordinary violence has long-term structural implications 

for the success of any specific security reform” (Giles 2013, 95; Ní Aoláin, Haynes & Cahn 

2011, 71; Roy 2008). A security sector which is not gender transformed continues to make 

invisible women’s experiences and ultimately, reinforce the male dominance, not only in the 

public security sector, but also in the private. The next section discusses the implications of 

this and gives a few suggestions of how to move towards a gendered transformation of the 

military specifically and SSR more generally.  
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CONCLUDING DISCUSSION 

This paper has elucidated the challenges facing a transformative gendered security sector 

reform of the post-conflict military by focusing on the distinction between public and private. 

It has pointed to the fact that organizational restructuration such as SSR do not necessarily 

cause a transformation in gender relations as long as the gender division of labour in households 

remains the same, where women are the primary caregivers (Connell 2006, 448), and the man 

maintains the dominant power position in families (Smit 2002, 403). In particular, it has 

focused on the link between security, security actors, gender-based violence, women, and the 

feminist conviction that it is necessary to uncover the link between ordinary and extraordinary 

violence for a transformative gendered SSR to take place (Ní Aoláin, Haynes & Cahn 2011; 

Hudson 2002).  

For this broadening of the state-centred focus inherent in SSR literature and practices, I have 

argued here that it is necessary to draw on experiences from the private sphere to make visible 

hidden forms of insecurity such as gendered, ordinary violence both in the private and the 

public sphere. In other words: addressing the infamous ‘continuum of violence’ that many 

women experience (Cohn 2013, 21).  

This draws on other feminist scholars’ work which show that there is a complicated and co-

dependent relationship between the construction and maintenance of masculinity in the military 

and the civilian sphere (Mathers 2013, 126), but also of femininity. The fact that these 

relationships rarely are questioned during SSR may be because these reforms often are driven 

by men, who themselves benefit from patriarchal systems. The risk is thus that SSR efforts, 

rather than transform security sectors, actually serve to perpetuate and extend structural 

patriarchies ((Nì Aolain 2009, p.1083).  
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The interview excerpts illustrating individual experiences in this paper have elucidated how 

both male and female soldiers, while formally accepting (some reluctantly) the reforms 

associated with gender integration and gender mainstreaming in the military, still are controlled 

by societal borders based on gendered roles and expectations in the private sphere. A male 

soldier appreciating women’s work as equals in the military while still lamenting his wife’s 

lack of submission at home shows the complicated relationship between public and private. 

Similarly, female soldiers’ roles as primary caregivers for children at home undermine 

structural reforms in the public, as these reforms are unable to alter the gendered pattern of 

work home-relations (Connell 2006, 448). The fact that these reforms often are driven by men, 

who benefit from such gendered divisions of labour, implies that closer examination of the 

individuals in charge of SSR is needed to achieve greater transformation.  

Drawing on the web of individual experiences, the paper has been able to identify global 

challenges to a gendered transformation of the military through SSR. Identifying these 

challenges and obstructions may seem unconstructive and pointless. Or as Elshtain has put it:  

[t]oo often the present is assailed but proposals for the future are neither specified 

with coherence nor consistent with one another or the ends being sought (Elshtain 

1981, 299). 

I would argue however that identifying challenges and reasons to why organizational changes 

do not lead to the expected results is the first step in a longer process. Yet, it is clear that these 

challenges are wide-ranging and go far beyond the context of the military and security sectors, 

whether in Burundi, South Africa or elsewhere and as such are difficult to overcome through 

SSR efforts.  

However, some brief ideas of how to start more transformative and gendered SSR would 

include revising the judiciary by strengthening laws against domestic violence, as well as 
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revisiting the consequences for breaking such laws. Vetting of military personnel before they 

are accepted into the army is another initiative, which would, if not prevent domestic violence, 

so at least make sure that the military as an institution showcases its stance against such 

ordinary violence, even if it does not take place in the barracks or during a state-centered 

conflict. In an effort to have an impact beyond the public and into the private sphere, SSR could 

also include reforms with regulated maternity and paternity leave, thereby contributing to a 

more equal gender division of child caring. In addition to the gender education which already 

takes place, formations related to the ethics of care would sensitize and open up the military 

institution to construct gender roles based on a common, rather than dichotomous basis. While 

these initiatives on their own would not suffice to transform the military and gender the security 

sector, they would at least open up the narrow state-centric vision and integrate experiences 

from the private and the public spheres in an effort to provide security for all.  
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