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“If the Army had wanted you to have a wife, they would have issued you one.”  So goes the old saying about married life in the U.S. Army.  Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the U.S. Army refused enlistment to men who were already married, and discouraged soldiers from marrying while in the service.  In 1883, the army denied the right of separate housing for married soldiers and then eliminated free family transportation on deployments four years later.  In 1913, army regulations again discouraged marriages for soldiers; not until 1942 were married men permitted to enlist in the U.S. Army, or married soldiers to reenlist.  During the multi-year deployments to the Philippines in the first decades of the twentieth century, enlisted soldiers were not permitted to bring wives or families with them, though officers were.  Army leaders perceived military families – particularly those of junior enlisted men – as an unwanted burden.  Despite this official dissuasion, many soldiers did in fact marry, and the wives of both officers and enlisted soldiers formed vibrant communities at many army posts at home and abroad.

The experiences of military wives and families will illuminate an important facet of my larger dissertation project: how the U.S. Army perceived and regulated the sexuality of soldiers – in what might be called the “sexual economy of war” – as a necessary component for establishing and maintaining a nascent American empire across the Pacific and Caribbean.  Just as waging war required a political economy, the projection of military force abroad as part of the imperial agenda required a sexual economy encompassing all aspects of soldiers’ intimate lives: from sexual violence, rape, prostitution, and venereal disease to military families.

This portion of my broader project will explore the experiences of officers’ and enlisted soldiers’ families; children and childrearing; infidelity; domestic violence; divorce; widowhood; and the anxieties and pressures of life in the army, including finances, health, foreign deployments, and internal army culture.  Family life at army posts was sharply divided by rank: just as officers and soldiers never mingled socially, neither did their wives or children.  Military wives and families accompanied soldiers to far-flung garrisons across the United States and overseas to new American imperial possessions and protectorates in the Philippines, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and Hawaii.  While the opportunity for travel and adventure was one of the greatest attractions of army life, constant moves and rootlessness caused stress, as did military discipline and the army’s social requirements for officer’s wives.

Yet soldiers’ sexual relationships were not bounded by the family, and enlisted soldiers deployed to Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines in the wake of the Spanish-American War in 1898 were not permitted to bring their wives with them, though officers were.  The army did not attempt to prevent soldiers from coming into sexual contact with local prostitutes.  Rather, it sought to impose a measure of control over the sexual behavior of soldiers by having army doctors conduct weekly medical inspections of licensed prostitutes in all three occupied territories to prevent soldiers from having sexual contact with prostitutes diagnosed with venereal disease.  This effort to regulate prostitution was eventually discovered by a newspaper correspondent, whose articles inspired influential social purity and moral reform organizations to initiate a concerted letter and telegram campaign to stop the practice.  Because of the intense public debate in the United States about moral degeneracy among soldiers, the U.S. Congress investigated the medical inspection and licensing of prostitutes in February 1902.  By May, the army removed from public view what U.S. domestic social reformers had called “regulated vice,” though the army’s inspections continued on a less formal basis.

The army’s conception of prostitution and commodification of women sharply conflicted with domestic reformers, who used the issue of prostitution to promote an entirely different form of military masculinity and sexual identity for soldiers.  Why, then, did the War Department and army officials permit widespread prostitution to continue in the Philippines during the American occupation in the first two decades of the twentieth century despite domestic pressure to the contrary, and what can we learn by looking at the ways military leaders rationalized their endorsement of prostitution?

By creating an environment in which soldiers could have virtually free reign to exploit women – especially conquered women – for sexual purposes, the U.S. Army implicitly fostered the creation of the ideal of the militantly masculine soldier who was a sexual conqueror of women.  Army leaders believed that regulated prostitution aided the maintenance of troop morale and the creation of a new kind of aggressive masculinity and sexual identity for soldiers.  From the perspective of the U.S. military, prostitution provided an “acceptable” sexual outlet for soldiers, whose sexual needs were seen as both irrepressible and in need of fulfillment by women.   Due to social barriers, soldiers had relatively few opportunities to develop romantic relationships with local women.  Prostitutes were one of the few available options for soldiers seeking heterosexual encounters during their deployment.  Soldiers’ use of prostitutes reduced the potential for homosexual experimentation, a growing concern for the army, given the increase in medical discourse condemning homosexual practices around the turn of the century.  Ultimately, the army was willing to accept the myriad of problems associated with continued prostitution – while attempting to medically regulate it to mitigate these problems – because it believed that sexually satisfied soldiers helped military effectiveness more than venereally infected soldiers hurt it.

This portion of my broader project will explore the intersections between U.S. domestic moral and social reform, concerns about disease and sexual danger, cross-cultural racial and gender perceptions, soldiers’ masculinity and sexual identity, and military efficiency.  I will investigate how the U.S. Army – both senior leadership and the soldiers themselves – perceived, regulated, and used prostitution during the American occupation of the Philippines in the first decades of the twentieth century.  Army leaders attempted to regulate and “sanitize” prostitutes because they perceived these women as the primary vectors for the transmission of venereal disease to soldiers.  The army did not try to suppress prostitution as an institution, however, despite the considerable pressures from domestic U.S. social reformers to do so.  Military leaders viewed soldiers’ sexual needs as irrepressible – a key component of their conception of militant American masculinity – with sexual satisfaction perceived as necessary for maintaining soldiers’ morale and military efficiency during the American occupation of the Philippines.
My dissertation project will require a considerable amount of archival research of both institutional and personal documents.  I will conduct two main lines of research.  The first requires delving into the official records of the U.S. government at the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), located in Washington, DC.  I think of this as a “top-down” approach that seeks to uncover how the institution itself conceived of and discussed sexuality, what it was attempting to accomplish by regulating and manipulating sexuality, and how it went about doing so.  The second research avenue can be thought of as a “bottom-up” approach that attempts to uncover how individuals inside the institution or otherwise affected by it (soldiers and their sexual partners) perceived and received the army’s efforts to control and use sexuality.  This research track – to approach the research problem from the individual soldier’s perspective – can be best served by extensive research at the U.S. Army’s Military History Institute (MHI) located in Carlisle, Pennsylvania.  The MHI houses collections of “unofficial” historical documents, i.e., privately donated or produced materials, like letters, diaries, memoirs, and interviews with individual soldiers, rather than the official institutional records housed at the NARA.  The MHI’s collections include materials written by both married soldiers and their wives, who often kept extensive diaries while far from home on long foreign deployments and wrote many letters to family and friends in the United States.  Neither approach would provide a comprehensive picture in isolation, but by integrating the two, I believe I can shed light on an area of research that is of considerable interest to military historians as well as historians of gender and sexuality.
My dissertation project cannot be completed without several months’ research funding to travel to both the Washington, DC and Carlisle, PA areas.  I plan to complete all preliminary examinations and other requirements – including the defense of my dissertation prospectus – by early April 2009.  I hope to use summer 2009 to begin the bulk of my archival research.  I anticipate spending much of the 2009-2010 academic year in research and drafting the initial chapters of my dissertation and I plan to spend the 2010-2011 academic year finalizing the dissertation.  My anticipated date for defending the dissertation is Spring Semester 2011.
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