Howell is wrong – militarism is a useful concept
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Martial politics is a timely and important contribution to international relations (IR), but I am not convinced that we need to “throw the baby out with the bath water.” In other words, while underdeveloped and, at times, overly simplistic, militarization does have utility. I am curious if the “militarization” framework to which Howell contrasts her “martial politics” is somewhat caricatured. Should scholars be concerned about conceptual slippage in scholarly use of militarization? Yes. But I am not totally convinced of Howell's assumption that the “militarization” framework always already assumes a “non-militarized before” and an “overtly militarized after.”
The critique that militarization frameworks reify politics (things that happen “at home”) and war (things that happen “over there”) is actually an embedded assumption of mainstream IR, one that has been actively problematized by critical feminists. Feminist work on militarization has sought to dismantle these falsely bifurcated spaces. Enloe's study of “everyday” sites where militarization “occurs” (2000) breaks down assumptions about domestic/international or war/peace dichotomies. It may be true that Enloe's “can of soup” example could be taken further to show the deeper militarized history of food preservation, as Howell does in her article. But the utility of militarization as a concept still holds value, both analytically and pedagogically. I would like to think that Howell's demand for more does not require that we do away with militarization as a concept, but instead asks us to push our feminist politics beyond the bounds of neatly divided spaces set out by liberalist IR theory.
Howell's critique that the primary emphasis on gender to the exclusion of race, coloniality, disability, and poverty in conceptual uses of militarization is incredibly useful and necessary. Martial politics is a framework to unpack broader systems of oppression in our research. Howell's nuanced historical examination of the history of policing quite convincingly shows the value of martial politics for understanding broader systems of colonial and racist relations in which modern police “militarization” has occurred. However, we cannot “forget” militarization when studying the police, because the particular iterations of modern policing – including the phenomenon of local police forces purchasing outdated military equipment with public tax dollars – is both an important and notable departure from previous relations and an acute phenomenon that is nevertheless troublesome for contemporary colonized and racialized persons.
There is still value in analyzing new, particular, or nuanced militarized iterations of excess in state power. For example, in my own work, I have analyzed recruitment videos of the Canadian Forces to demonstrate an aesthetic shift toward a more militarized image in their 2006 “Fight” campaign (Wegner 2018). While the semiotics of this campaign are problematic on their own, I situate this “militarized shift” in a broader history of national fantasies about liberal peacekeeping and the violence obscured in such mythologies. Militarization is useful for understanding socio-political celebrations of military values and therefore is a theoretical framework to resist that normative agenda.
Howell's demand to “do better” asks us to not only consider the excessive funding and normative exaltation of the military in Western democracies, but also the violence inherent in “fundamental war-like histories of” liberal orders (2018, 120). I would like to think that we need not “forget” militarization, but instead commit ourselves to a more careful, historical, and critical use of this concept and framework.
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