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ABSTRACT

This research study utilizes qualitative narrative analysis to better understand the 

lived experience of United States Army officers’ wives, particularly in regard to the 

socially constructed expectations for officers’ wives to assume traditional women’s roles. 

The study is undertaken from the epistemology of Constructionism and the theoretical 

perspective of the social construction of reality. Narrative interviews with eight Army 

officers’ wives revealed one principal emergent theme, labeled “Noblesse Oblige,” as 

well as several sub-themes encompassing aspects of officer’s rank and position as social 

status, perceived expectations of officers’ wives and the resulting reactions and actions, 

and role preservation of officers’ wives. The experiential reality of contemporary Army 

officers’ wives is fraught with tension over the acceptance of traditional women’s roles, 

socially constructed perceptions of status, and issues of identity as they relate to a marital 

relationship.
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction

I began to conceptualize this study on the basis of my own personal experience 

over the last 13 years as an Army officer’s wife. The ambivalence I have felt toward my 

role as “officer’s wife” began more as a sensitizing concept for this research than as a 

concrete research question. However, as a student of Communication, I have become 

increasingly interested in the central role communication plays in the formulation of the 

perceived expectations that accompany my status as an “Army wife.” Therefore, I have 

become interested in studying the sharing, passing on, and fulfillment of these 

expectations as communication phenomena. Research questions began to form around the 

idea of whether other Army officers’ wives perceive the same social and cultural 

pressures I have experienced during my 13 years as a military wife. If so, what 

communicative practices contribute to those perceptions? Does the historical construction 

of expectations, which is perhaps so ingrained as to be transparent, lead to different 

interpretations of these obligations by different women? If some officers’ wives feel 

obligated to abide by what they perceive as expectations, why don’t others?

Historical personal accounts of the lives of Army officers’ wives have long 

acknowledged the tenuous position women occupy on the fringes of the powerful, 

patriarchal, and hierarchical institution of the United States Army. Only within the last 30 

years has the Army begun to officially recognize and attempt to accommodate the needs 

of Army families.
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Scholarly acknowledgement of this marginalized group has been equally slow. 

Until the 1970s, the only writing on military families, and particularly military wives, 

involved policy matters, personal narratives, and guides and handbooks, which were 

prescriptive models written for military wives rather than about them.

More recently, a number of sociological studies on the effects of the hardships of 

military life have been published, but most draw upon quantitative research conducted for 

the purposes of intervention and correction, rather than reflection on the experiences of 

the military wife. Almost completely absent in the scholarly literature about Army 

families is research conducted from the framework of the discipline of Communication, 

particularly concerning the ways in which Army families, and specifically Army officers’ 

wives, co-construct themselves and their relationships with their husbands, their children, 

other Army families, and the Army in general through discourse and interaction.

In this thesis I seek an understanding of the lived experience of today’s Army 

officers’ wives—the various ways in which they understand themselves, their beliefs, and 

their actions in relation to the unique culture of the U.S. Army. More specifically, I wish 

to give voice to Army officers’ wives to reach a better understanding of the degree to 

which the present-day “Army officer’s wife” is a politically and culturally constructed 

category. In light of research that indicates that a more complicated image of “Army 

officer’s wife” has emerged recently, and that most Army wives are no longer satisfied 

with the traditional role prescriptions (Brancaforte, 2000; Stoddard, 1976), this study will 

also examine the experience of tension which officers’ wives feel between being 

compelled to fulfill traditional roles and maintaining a strong sense of self, and whether
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an expected attitudinal commitment to the Army translates into the anticipated forms of 

behavior.



CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review 

The theoretical focus of this study is a better understanding of the lived 

experience of Army officers’ wives, particularly in relation to how communication 

constitutes an understanding of themselves, others, and their world as meaningful (Kvale, 

1996, p. 135). More specifically, how do contemporary Army officers’ wives experience 

the traditional military expectations of the “unofficial” social roles?

Undertaken from the perspective of Human Science research and the 

epistemology of Constructionism (Crotty, 1998), this study acknowledges that “all 

knowledge and all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being 

constructed in and out of interactions between human beings and their world and 

developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42).

Seeking an understanding of the meanings inherent to the lived experience of 

Army officers’ wives is based on the recognition that human reality cannot be understood 

in terms of objective, static events, but instead through a complex series of 

communication transactions which are meaningful only in terms of these women’s self

perception, their relationship to each other, and the social and cultural context of the 

organization of the U.S. Army. Therefore, this research project entailed an inquiry into a 

deeper understanding of the actions, motives, and feelings of Army officer’s wives, 

including a recognition of cultural symbol systems used to attribute meaning to existence 

and activity (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002, p. 11). In light of that recognition, the primary
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method of this study is a qualitative research design, specifically conceived from the 

perspective of social constructionism.

Studying the experience of Army officers’ wives from a social constructionist 

point of view necessitates the explication of the several underlying assumptions. First, for 

any state of affairs, a potentially unlimited number of descriptions, explanations or 

interpretations is possible, with none being in any way “better” than the other (Gergen, 

2001). In other words, there is no “objectively true” reality that can be ascribed to the 

experience of Army officers’ wives. Instead, human reality, and therefore the realities of 

the life world of officers’ wives, is plural, simultaneous, and local phenomena (Lindlof & 

Taylor, 2002, p. 11).

Second, reality is not created by the “individual mind,” but is instead constituted 

in the interactions or communicative acts between people, in this case, Army officers’ 

wives, who “make sense” of their world through the sharing of experiential meaning. 

Army officers’ wives co-construct their identities, beliefs, and actions in their 

relationships with others (Gergen, 1994, p. 205), and the conventions of those 

relationships enable understanding to be achieved (p. 263).

Next, as our patterns of communication are bound within our relationships with 

others, so are those interactions bound within broader patterns of practice—rituals and 

traditions—of the cultures in which we are embedded (Gergen, 1994, p. 271). Therefore, 

to sustain the rituals and traditions of the institution of the U. S. Army, officers’ wives 

must continuously interact in the process of constructing and reconstructing meaning 

together through communication. A reflexive understanding of this ongoing constitution

5
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process allows for the recognition of alternative realities, which gives voice to still further 

relationships (Gergen, p. 48).

Finally, the historical, cultural, and social construction of reality is tenuous, 

precarious, and open to negotiation in various ways (Mumby, 1993, p. 5). Reflection or 

self-awareness of the social construction of the understandings of Army officers’ wives is 

vital to seeing and possibly reaching alternatives beyond the “taken-for-granted” 

personal, cultural, or social traditions (Gergen, 2001).

Espousing these assumptions in the theoretical grounding of this research project 

requires a shift away from the traditional view of Social Science and its experimental 

methodologies to a Human Science approach, which leads to an alternate vision of 

knowledge, truth, and self (Gergen, 2001). Additionally, the origination of the study of 

the lived experience of Army officers’ wives from the theoretical perspective of social 

constructionism necessitates an explication of both the current culture of today’s Army, 

particularly in terms of the ways in which Army officers’ wives are inextricably 

intertwined, and the historical construction of the Army officer’s wife.

Culture and Today’s Army 

Today’s Army is a curious blend of the past, present, and future. Most significant 

to this particular research project is the changing face of the Army, specifically in terms 

of the much larger percentage of married soldiers now than in the past. Evidence of 

increased numbers of married personnel propagates the assumption of a larger population 

of young families with children living at home, and also a greater number of military 

spouses with civilian career intentions. Furthermore, parallel to changes in culture and the



structure of American families, military wives no longer necessarily derive their identities 

solely from their husbands, and both men and women expect marriages to be more 

egalitarian (Harris & Segal, 1993, p. 3).

Other recent Army trends relevant to this study include a post-Cold War social 

environment demanding a greater number of missions and deployments with less money 

and reduced civilian familiarity with or support for the military (Harrell, 2000, p. 2). This 

environment has resulted in increased attention to the demands of the military lifestyle 

and the inherent difficulties of acculturation for military families (Brancaforte, 2000, p. 

13). The difficulties include: frequent relocation and separation, long and unpredictable 

duty hours, and the requirement of continuous adaptation and “instant involvement” 

(Finlayson, 1976, p. 18).

Additionally, central to the current Army culture is the recognition by military 

leaders, arrived at only in the last 10 to 15 years, that family issues greatly affect two 

critical Army outcomes—retention and readiness. The identification of spouse attitudes 

as a powerful, influential factor in a soldier’s decision to remain in the Army (Harris & 

Segal, 1993, p. 17), and also on his or her ability to concentrate on the mission, has led to 

an increased commitment by military officials to accommodate families. This 

accommodation is manifested in the establishment of many formal and informal support 

services for military families.

With the reality of limited resources, the Army is forced to continue to depend on 

the traditional source of care and maintenance for Army families: the uncompensated 

labor of Army spouses. Regardless of cultural, societal, and economic changes that make
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the expectation of spouse volunteerism ever more unappealing to officers’ families, the 

military structure for advancement still provides incentives for officers and their spouses 

to adhere to this traditional system (Harrell, 2000, p. 2). Bounded by tradition, Army 

wives, and particularly Army officers’ wives, occupy a tenuous position within the 

institution of the U.S. Army as they straddle the two worlds of civilian and military life. 

On one hand, they are not compensated for the labor expected of them, and they hold no 

rank within the highly structured hierarchy. On the other hand, they are linked to the 

institution by marriage, and their actions, participation, and attitudes can affect their 

husband’s careers, as well as the greater “Army mission” (Brancaforte, 2000, p. 103).

The result is that many Army officers’ wives assume positions of volunteerism and 

leadership in family support organizations because of their husband’s rank or position, 

instead of their own ability or interest. This role tension, exacerbated by limited resources 

and a lack of volunteers, leaves many officers’ wives feeling overburdened (Harrell,

2001, p. 68).

The idea of the “two-person career,” or the understanding that the wife is an 

integral unit of her husband’s occupation and a necessary component of his work related 

routine (Stoddard, 1978, p. 12), is, in fact, alive and well in today’s Army. Related 

literature (Finlayson, 1976; Harris & Segal, 1993; Wherry, 2000; Harrell, 2001) reveals 

that historically and culturally, the social positioning and status of the Army officer’s 

wife within the institution of the U.S. Army has remained the same. Likewise, the 

associated expectations of responsibilities and duties have remained constant (Wherry, 

2000, p. 2). In her research, Harrell (2001, p. 56) asserts that the demands and expectations
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placed upon officers’ spouses have actually increased in the past decade for the wives of 

officers in certain positions.

Historical Construction o f the Army Officers ’ Wife 

A brief history of the characterization and self-perception of the Army officer’s 

wife provides an important basis for an understanding of the traditional expectations of 

Army spouses. Wherry (2000, p. 26) asserts that by looking at Army officers’ wives’ own 

narratives spanning the past 150 years of U.S. Army activity, it is possible to see how the 

officer’s wife’s perception of and attitude toward herself, her “career,” and her 

responsibilities toward her culture have developed.

Dating back to before the Civil War, the Army viewed marriage as a cultural 

signifier of class, and therefore, conceived of marriage as central to the military’s ideal 

characterization of the rank of officer (Harrell, 2000, p. 61). Historically, officers’ 

spouses fulfilled a role vital to the military community, which constructed a wife’s role in 

terms of presenting the appropriate picture of domestic bliss, responsible procreation, and 

social expertise (Harrell, 2000, p. 61). Married male officers benefited from the degree to 

which their spouses fulfilled this expected role, though the women themselves often 

suffered great hardship in light of the difficult lifestyle and minimal provisions in terms 

of pay and housing that were provided to them.

More recently, officers’ wives began to share the relative rank of their husbands, 

and were afforded the accompanying privileges in return for the vital role they played 

within the Army community. At the same time, however, they also began to share the 

increased expectations and responsibility (Harrell, 2000, p. 71).
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The 1960s brought excessive attention to the “proper” behavior of officers’ wives, 

and the idea that an Army spouse could “learn” to act appropriately through formal and 

informal training, and then could be controlled and disciplined by Army regulations and 

policy. The Army effort to increasingly highlight the essentializing qualities of “Army 

wife” in propaganda, which include the characteristics of “spirit, courage, vitality, 

independence, resourcefulness, and adaptability” (Brancaforte, 2000, p. 41), formed the 

basis for the official Army ideology that constructs proper duties, behaviors, and images 

of the “ideal” Army wife. Thus began the emergence of the first military wives’ 

handbooks, which were written to aid Army wives in their adaptation to their prescribed 

role. Nancy Shea, in her book, The Army Wife, wrote, “The Army wife has definite 

responsibilities, and if she carries them out, she lives a full and worthwhile life and is of 

real value to her husband. Her life in the Army can be happy and rewarding” (Shea, 1966, 

as cited in Finlayson, 1976, p. 22).

From the 1970s through 1988, the degree to which an officer’s wife performed 

her expected role was actually reflected in a married officer’s professional evaluation 

(Harrell, 2001, p. 56). However, in apparent recognition of cultural and societal changes 

in the Army and in the civilian sector, a Department of Defense memo in 1988 instructed 

Army leadership not to base officer promotions or assignments upon the activities of the 

wife, thereby informally supporting outside interests or employment by Army officers’ 

wives for the first time.

Ironically, the Army Family Research Program (AFRP), overseen by the U.S. 

Army Research Institute for Behavioral and Social Sciences (ARI), was at the same time
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conducting an extensive study, the findings of which revealed the following: 1) Family 

issues are important to retention; 2) Spouse support for a soldier staying in the Army 

affects retention; 3) The variable with the strongest impact on unit readiness is a soldier’s 

perception of the amount of support unit leaders give soldiers and their families; and 4) 

The ability of a family to adapt to the military way of life is related to the degree to which 

the military provides formal and informal support to the family (Harris & Segal, 1993). 

The study goes on to make the following recommendations for supervisors and commanders:

1) To increase retention, create soldier perceptions that you care about 

families;

2) To increase unit readiness, provide activities in your unit for families;

3) To facilitate family adaptation to the Army, institute formal and 

informal support mechanisms to reduce the stress of separations; and

4) To increase soldiers’ readiness, evaluate unit leaders and supervisors at 

least partly on the basis of their success in meeting soldier and family 

needs.

While the findings and recommendations of the study may have been good news 

for Army families in general, they also perpetuate and reinforce the traditional roles and 

expectations for many officers’ wives. The strategic perpetuation and endorsement by 

official channels of the military institution to maintain the “traditional image” of the 

Army officer’s wife as mother, entertainer, and keeper of the domestic domain 

intrinsically links today’s Army officers’ wives to the duties and responsibilities inherent 

to that image.
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Harrell (2001, p. 59) identifies six categories of current officer spouse 

expectations. They include the expectation of officers’ spouses, specifically wives, to be 

involved in institutional volunteer work; to fulfill morale, public relations, and 

ceremonial duties as their husband’s representative; to mentor, develop, and preserve the 

role of the officer’s wife with less experienced or junior wives; to entertain and socialize, 

and to provide leadership in unit readiness support, particularly in the form of unit Family 

Readiness Groups (FRGs).

The recognition and identification of these roles support the claim that formal and 

informal expectations for Army officers’ wives persist and that wives’ performance and 

adherence to this expected role behavior remains a feature of the officer evaluation 

process, particularly for officers in command assignments, which are considered the most 

essential to advancement and success in military service (Harrell, 2001, p. 56).

Furthermore, a review of the related literature has confirmed the existence and 

increase of the pressure toward adherence to the informal and formal expectations 

historically constructed and placed on officers’ wives within the context of the U.S.

Army culture.
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CHAPTER 3 

Methodology and Methods 

Purpose o f This Study

On the basis of the historical, cultural, and social framework which establish the 

construction of taken-for-granted realities of the lived experience of Army officers’ 

wives, the purpose of this study was to better understand the ways in which the wives of 

Army officers co-construct their “here and now” perceptions of their life world. This 

interpretive research highlights the central role of communication and its persuasive 

power in constituting a sense of rationality, objectivity, or truth—or developing a 

discursive reality of the “nature of things” (Gergen, 1994, p. 52) for Army officers’ 

wives—particularly through the discursive devices of metaphors, narratives, and 

suppressions of meaning.

Specifically, a narrative methodological approach was utilized to solicit narratives 

and to interpret narrative description and practices about the lived experience of Army 

officers’ wives and the manner in which their understandings of self and the world are 

constituted. Methods of narrative interviewing were used to gather research data from 

eight Army officers’ wives. Narrative analysis of the stories told by the eight co

researchers led to the emergence of substantive themes used in the interpretations.

Methodology

Current scientific thought emphasizes the idea of the everyday lived world and its 

common language, meaning, and interrelations. Narrative and conversations are today 

regarded as essential for obtaining knowledge of the social world, including scientific
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knowledge (Kvale, 1996, pp. 8-9). Within the Human Science paradigm, there is the 

recognition that the narrative framework is of particular importance for 

understanding human activity. Narrative is the scheme that displays purpose and 

direction in human affairs and makes individual human lives comprehensible as 

wholes, and the primary means by which we join everyday actions and transactions into 

meaningful events (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 18). In other words, the stories people tell 

and the language they use to communicate about their lives leads to rich and detailed 

description about their experience. The descriptions revealed through those stories of 

lived experience do not reflect reality, but instead constitute reality, both at the individual 

level of the self, and at the cultural level.

Choosing narrative methodology as the strategy for this research project enables 

an “attempt to understand the world from the subjects’ point of view; to unfold the 

meaning of people’s experiences, to uncover their lived world” (Kvale, 1996, p. 1). 

At the same time, the narrative framework considers the construction of broad 

cultural usage from a set of ready-made intelligibilities that people use in ongoing 

relationships; in effect, offering a range of discursive resources for the social 

construction of the self (Gergen, 1994 p. 201) as it is embedded in a specific 

cultural context.

From the methodological strategy of narrative, this study examines the ways 

in which Army officers’ wives filter and organize information from within the 

bounded culture of the U.S. Army and transform it into the meanings that make up 

their knowledge and experience of their individual selves and their relationship



within and to that culture. On the basis of this constructed experience, then, they 

understand themselves and their world and make decisions and plans regarding how 

they will act (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 158).

Methods

Polkinghorne (1998) asserts that the “basic source of evidence about narratives is 

the interview, which elicits narrative explanations” (p. 163). Kvale (1996) also claims 

“interviews are particularly suited for studying people’s understanding of the meanings in 

their lived world, describing their experiences and self-understanding, and clarifying and 

elaborating their own perspective on their lived world” (p. 105).

Therefore, “semi-structured life world interviews” emerged in the conduct of this 

interpretative research design as the method by which to “obtain descriptions of the life 

world” of Army officers’ wives “with respect to interpreting the meaning of the described 

phenomena” (Kvale, 1996, pp. 5-6). This method of conversational interviewing entails 

open questions that led co-researchers to tell their own stories of “the shared 

understandings, taken-for-granted rules of behavior, standards of value, and mutual 

expectations” (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 6) they are experiencing in their role as “Army 

officer’s wife.”

A narrative methodological framework requires a conceptualization of the method 

of qualitative interviewing that breaks free from the boundaries set by a traditional 

approach of question-answer exchanges. Giving serious attention to stories as topics for 

investigation forces a reexamination of some of the core presuppositions and aims of
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standard interviewing practice—where respondent’s stories are suppressed (Mishler,

1986, p. 68).

Despite recognition that qualitative interviews provide a “construction site” in 

which interviewer and interviewee “constitute both [them] selves and [their] worlds in 

conversational activity” (Kvale, 1996, p. 37), common procedures for interview research 

do not exist (Kvale, 1996, p. 13). The absence of standard procedures can be viewed as a 

strength of this method, however, due to the rich, complex, and emergent descriptions 

that are co-constructed in the conversation between researcher and co-researchers. In the 

absence of clearly defined and accepted interview practices, as researcher, I adopted 

Kvale’s (1996) idea of “craftsmanship,”—or the expertise of the interviewer, as my 

guiding principal in the conduct of this research project. The concept of “craftsmanship” 

is grounded in the necessity of a detailed explication of the methods utilized in this study. 

Co-Researcher Interviews

Eight Army officers’ wives were interviewed in this study. According to Kvale 

(1996), “15 + or -  10” interviews is the tendency of current interview studies. 

Co-researchers were originally contacted through the circulation of recruitment flyers 

(see Appendix A) among Army officers’ wives at non-official functions, specifically at a 

baby shower, a child’s birthday party, and through the mail. Fifteen women contacted me 

to volunteer to participate. My selection of the eight co-researchers who were actually 

interviewed for the study was based upon three criteria conducive to the qualitative 

interview: 1) Co-researchers were knowledgeable about the situation or the experience 

being studied; 2) Co-researchers were willing to talk about their experiences; and 3) Co-
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researchers offered different perspectives in an effort to represent a range of points of 

view (i.e., the reason for interviewing women with husbands of varying rank, and 

therefore, years of experience).

Dependent upon the mutual convenience of the co-researchers and myself, each 

participant was interviewed individually in reference to her experience as an Army 

officer’s wife. An advanced list of interview questions was not used. Instead, I allowed 

for the emergent nature of the concepts and therefore asked questions in the interviews 

based on what each co-researcher knew and felt about her own experience. This 

approach was derived from an “understanding of the many differences and variety of 

knowledge and insights of the interviewees rather than categorizing in terms of theories” 

(Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 6; Kvale, 1996, p. 32).

The idea of the interview as a “construction site” of meaning for the interviewer and 

participants (Kvale, 1996) necessitated careful questioning and intensive listening in order 

to make the many analyses of the methodical procedures “on the spot during the interview” 

(Kvale, 1996, p. 13), and to extend the answers through a “curious, persistent, and critical 

attitude.” The interviews ranged from 45 minutes to two hours, during which time I used 

direct questioning, nodding, “mmm-hmms,” and interpreting questions such as, “do I hear 

you saying that... ?” in order to give co-researchers “room to speak” to respond at length 

and share their stories without interruption (Mishler, 1986, p. 69). Additionally, 

substantiating Kvale’s (1996) concept of “becoming wiser during the interview,” (p. 100) 

careful listening and attention to what both the co-researchers and I said and did during 

our conversations facilitated the verification of data and interpretations through a process
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of feeding ideas back into the interaction for clarification and confirmation of co

constructed meaning. Through the process of “on-the-spot” methodological decision

making, careful questioning and listening, and verification of concepts, as researcher, I 

met the qualitative research commitment to methodological concurrency, or the 

recognition that good research is holistic and involves the simultaneous conduct of 

gathering data, making sense of it, formulating concepts, and testing those concepts.

All eight interviews were audio taped. During the recording of two separate 

interviews, technical problems with the micro cassette recorder resulted in several 

minutes of the conversation not being recorded. In both instances, I made hand-written 

notes about what was said immediately following the interviews. All interviews were 

transcribed verbatim within two days of their completion.

Finally, in the spirit of qualitative research, careful attention was given throughout 

the research project to the ethical issues inherent in research involving human 

participants. All aspects of the conduct of this research adhered to the ethical concerns of 

informed consent, confidentiality, accuracy, deep and critical analysis, verification, and 

the consideration of consequences for the co-researchers (Kvale, 1996, p. 111). The 

research project was completed in accordance with the University of Alaska Fairbanks 

Human Subjects Committee’s ethical standards for research with human subjects. Co

researchers in this study were informed of, agreed with, and signed an informed consent 

form (see Appendix B), which outlines the concerns of voluntary participation, privacy, 

confidentiality, and the careful handling of research data collected for the purposes of this 

study.
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Methods o f Analysis

Most fundamentally, analysis is about the representation or reconstruction 

of social phenomena. We do not simply ‘collect’ data; we fashion them 

out of our transactions with other men and women. We don’t merely 

report what we find, we create accounts of social life, and in doing so, we 

construct versions of the social worlds and the social actors we observe.

(Atkinson & Coffee, 1996, p. 108)

With respect to this idea that the interview is “the raw material for the later process of 

meaning analysis” (Kvale, 1996, p. 144), the transcriptions of the recorded interviews 

with all eight co-researchers provided the foundation for utilization of the method of 

narrative analysis for interpretation (Richey, 2001).

From an understanding that narrative analysis represents a reconstruction of 

human reality, the stories shared by the co-researchers were analyzed for central 

experiential themes relevant to the research topic, as well as other concepts that may 

provide insight into the various communicative practices by which Army officers’ wives 

co-construct their realities.

Narrative analysis seeks to describe and understand the meanings of the central 

themes in the life world of the co-researchers through a hermeneutic process that places 

emphasis on meanings derived from the sharing of stories (Frey & Sunwolf, 2000, p. 2). 

Josselson (1995) posits, “the essential message of hermeneutics is that to be human is to 

mean, and only by investigating the multifaceted nature of human meaning can we 

approach the understanding of people” (p. 43).
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Employing the concept of the “hermeneutic circle, “ or the rigorous and 

systematic back-and-forth consideration of the interview transcriptions and researcher 

interpretations, salient themes emerged from the interviews, which were then 

reconstructed into “a richer, more condensed and coherent story than the scattered stories 

of the separate interviews” (Kvale, 1996, p. 199). In utilizing an intuitive approach to 

hermeneutic interpretation, central themes were constructed from the assumption that 

“good narrative analyses ‘make sense’ in intuitive, holistic ways. The ‘knowing’ in such 

work includes but transcends the rational” (Josselson, 1993, p. xii).

As researcher, then, my intent was to understand meanings of officers’ wives as 

generated by the linkages they made between their lives as lived, and by the explicit 

linkages I, as researcher, made between this understanding and my interpretations. Then, 

in the final analysis, the super ordinate narrative that I write encompasses their voices, the 

truth inherent in their personal narratives that issue from real positions in the world, and 

the deeper meaning and interpretation that goes beyond the words spoken during the 

interviews (Josselson, 1995, p. 32).

From the general assumption of narrative analysis “that telling stories is one of 

the most significant ways individuals construct and express meaning” (Mishler, 1986, p. 

67), I recognize that my final analysis does not represent “objective truth,” because 

“analyses themselves, are social constructions” (Gergen, 2001, p. 62).

Researcher as Research Tool

In discussing the proposed methodology and methods for the study, a Human 

Science approach necessitates the recognition that the “knowledge of social realities
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emerges from the interdependence of researcher and researched. The researcher does not 

use methodological instruments. The researcher is the instrument” (Lindlof & Taylor, 

2002, p. 11). Therefore, I acknowledge the personal experience and perspective I bring to 

this research project.

From my study of Human Science research, I recognize that my experience as an 

officer’s wife enriches this study in that “the reality of everyday life further presents itself 

. . .  as an intersubjective world, a world that I share with others” (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966, p. 23), but that my experience also threatens the study in that “the others have a 

perspective on this common world that is not identical with mine” (Berger & Luckmann, 

p. 23).

I understand my personal involvement with the topic and interviewees to be a 

strength of this research design, as well as this particular method. In the words of Rubin 

and Rubin (1995, p. 14), “neutrality is not possible or useful.. .  People are more willing 

to talk in depth if they conclude that you are familiar with and sympathetic to their 

world.” Additionally, Kvale (1996, p. 35) emphasizes the importance of sensitivity 

toward and knowledge about the topic—“expertise” as an imperative feature of 

“craftsmanship.” Expertise and craftsmanship are the central claim of good scientific 

researcher. As is critical to the entire design of this project, I continuously attended to my 

own cultural assumptions during the interviews so that I did not impose my voice over 

those of the interviewees.

My status as “cultural member” was helpful as I conducted the research. The issue 

of access, particularly, would have been somewhat problematic due to the fact that the
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military is a closed community and is not receptive to “unsponsored research” (Harrell, 

2000). In my role as “cultural member,” however, I am familiar to and with my co

researchers as a graduate student, and therefore was able to approach this research project 

from the sole perspective of an academic project, and also to assert my involvement as 

researcher with other civilians (albeit, Army wives) as opposed to research on or about 

the Army. I also assert that shared personal experiences and relationships with my co

researchers as Army wives contributed to the credibility, rapport, and understanding of 

language, etc., that is critical to good qualitative research. All the women who are my 

partners in this study know me, to varying degrees, as a friend—as someone who is 

straightforward, genuinely interested in others, and capable of keeping confidences. In 

my role as “cultural member” and friend, I conducted my research with a heightened 

awareness of the ethical implications inherent in those relationships.

As the wife of a career Army officer, I also am aware of what I  understand to be 

the culture of the Army, and my perceptions of the expectations I have experienced as an 

officer’s wife during 13 years of marriage. During that time, I have prided myself on my 

contribution to my husband’s success by supporting his career in an official (e.g., Family 

Support Group Leader, Unit Newsletter Editor, “Chain of Concern” Telephone Contact 

Person) and an unofficial (e.g., hostess, dutifully present at social and ceremonial events) 

capacity. I have also, however, resented the perceived pressures of the “two-person” 

career as I have tried to maintain my own career success, complete a Master’s degree, 

and raise and care for my three-year-old son and new infant daughter.
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Also important to clarify in terms of my role as “research instrument” is the idea 

that military culture consists of ever-shifting multiple “cultures based on various units, 

locations, installations, missions, etc.” (Brancaforte, 2000, p. 44). I, as well as other 

Army wives, create, maintain and transform a sense of “culture” and group belonging 

through our shared stories that link our experience to specific places, Army bases, or 

highlights of our husbands’ careers. Perceptions are different depending on where we 

have been stationed, our spouses’ occupations as members of a specific branch of service 

(e.g., Combat Arms, Combat Support, Medical Corps, etc.), and certainly specific 

characteristics of rank, gender, ethnicity, and race. For example, I acknowledge that my 

experience as “Army officer’s wife” is greatly influenced by the fact that my husband is 

an Infantry Officer, and therefore serves in units that emphasize physical and mental 

toughness, engage in dangerous training, deploy frequently, and completely exclude 

women from service.

I assert that my own experience as an Army officer’s wife was conscientiously 

made opaque for observation by my consistent methodical self-awareness and reflexivity 

throughout the entire research process. The potential biases, judgments, and assumptions 

I bring to the project are systematically laid out in the final analysis. In other words, I 

painstakingly worked to avoid being blinded by the “taken for granted” understanding of 

my own experience. So, although I have my own understanding of being an Army 

officer’s wife, approaching this research project from the framework of social 

construction enables me to remove the authority from my voice and allow other voices 

into the conversation (Gergen, 1994, p. 48). Certainly the conduct of this research has led
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me, as researcher, to what Kvale (1996) asserts is “a process of reflection that leads the 

interviewer to new ways of self-understanding, as well as uncovering previously taken- 

for-granted values and customs” (p. 4).

The Importance o f Cultural Context

An explanation of the cultural context in which this research project was conducted is 

also imperative to the verification of interpretation and fmal analysis, and the assertion that 

the knowledge produced is no less important in its assertion of the local and particular reality 

of Army officer’s wives. Narrative methodology takes into account that “narratives take 

many forms, are told in many settings, before many audiences, and with various degrees of 

connection to actual events or persons. The themes, principal metaphors, definitions of 

narrative, defining structures of stories, and conclusions are often defined poetically and 

artistically and are quite context bound” (Cullum-Swan & Manning, 1994, p. 465).

While the general context of my study was the U. S. Army, the specific research 

setting was an Army installation located in the far Northwest. The small post is home to 

about 10,000 active duty military members and their families. The installation is located 

adjacent to a mid-sized city with a population of approximately 30,000, which is quite 

removed from any major metropolitan area. According to the literature (Harrell, 2000), the 

location of the Army installation away from major cities increases the military families’ 

dependence on and involvement in the military community

In order to produce research conducive to the size and scope of a Master’s thesis,

I narrowed the context of the study even more by focusing only on units within one 

Brigade stationed at the research site. This selection of a specific unit was grounded in
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my intention to focus the research on operational units, whose structures are based on 

rank, particularly because research suggests that the role of the spouse is based on both 

the rank and job of the uniformed military member (Harrell, 2001). Additionally, I 

selected wives within a specific Brigade due to the criteria that most battalions in the 

Brigade are infantry battalions, and therefore, include only male personnel. The specific 

focus of this research project is military wives, as research indicates the experience of 

military spouses of female officers may be completely different. Finally, co-researchers 

were selected based on the criteria that the soldiers in this unit deploy with relative 

frequency, thus addressing the research literature that asserts the stress of deployment 

increases the roles and stressors on the military spouse (Harrell).

Considering the context of this study, special care and attention was paid to the 

confidentiality of the identity of my co-researchers, particularly because the research site 

is a small Army installation where co-researchers could easily be recognized, and 

because wives interviewed were married to officers who fell within my husband’s, or one 

another’s husband’s, chain of command.
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CHAPTER 4 

Narrative Perspective 

Human life is expressed, articulated, manifested, and modified in the stories that 

we tell (Widdershoven, 1993, p. 9). Furthermore, shared stories do not reflect our lives, 

but instead, create and constitute our reality, or our sense of “what is true.” From that 

understanding comes the acknowledgement that:

Life stories themselves embody what we need to study: the relation 

between this instance of social action (this particular life story) and the 

social world the narrator shares with others; the ways in which culture 

marks, shapes, and/or constrains this narrative, and the ways in which this 

narrator makes use of cultural resources and struggles with cultural 

constraints. (Chase, 1995, p. 20)

First, if we understand that our concept of self is defined as “the expressive 

process of human existence, whose form is narrative (Polkinghome, 1986, p. 151), then 

we recognize that our identity is constituted in telling and listening to stories. In other 

words, “our identities—who we are and what we do—originate in the tales passed down 

to us, and the stories constitute ‘our medium of being’ (Schafer, 1981; as cited in 

Bochner, 1997, p. 435).

Not only do we constitute our own self-identity in stories, “there is also a 

significant sense in which our relationships with each other are lived out in narrative form 

(Gergen, 1994, p. 185). Because the process of “making sense” is socially constructed—
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or dependent on the meanings we share with others—stories are understood to be 

meaningful only within the context of our relationships.

Furthermore, in the attempt to make sense of ourselves and our relationship to 

others in the sharing of narratives, we must also consider “culturally given 

meaningfulness” (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 144). We cannot possibly “make sense” of 

ourselves, our relationships to others, or to our lives in general if we do not take into 

account the “mediating forms of our culture” (Gergen, 1992, p. 128).

The stories that Army officers’ wives pass on to one another represent a site of 

construction for their own self-identities, their relationships, and the culture in which they 

live. In order to begin to understand the lived experience of Army officers’ wives, we 

must listen carefully to the stories they share. The eight women whose voices contribute 

to this study all offer unique and significant contributions from their own personal 

experiences, as well as the meanings derived through their interaction with their 

husbands, other officers’ wives, and others who operate within the culture of the U.S. 

Army. Through each of their particular narratives, a stronger analysis can be made of the 

relationship between the general experience of the Army officer’s wife, and each of their 

particular experiences (Chase, 1995, p. 22). The eight stories speak for themselves in 

regard to the ways in which their identities, relationships, and actions are all impacted by 

their individual understanding of their shared experience as an officers’ wife.

Sharon’s Narrative

Sharon is an impeccably put-together, self-assured woman who describes 

watching her life change dramatically over the past five years since marrying her
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husband. When asked to tell me about herself, she does so in the context of their five 

years of marriage, but the subject of her narrative is exclusively herself, without any 

mention of her husband.

Sharon shares that she has an undergraduate degree in Psychology, and a Master’s 

Degree in Criminal Justice from a prestigious university in Washington, D.C. She reveals 

she “was going to go into criminal profiling, and [she] was trying to get on track to do 

FBI, Secret Service Behavioral Science Unit—something like that.”

While she also lists Army installations where she and her husband have been 

stationed since marrying, she does so in terms of the places she’s worked at each 

location—an attorney’s office and insurance company at their first duty assignment, a 

juvenile residential facility at their second, and most recently, at the local community 

mental health center. She describes the latter as “a good experience,” but adds, 

deliberately stirring sugar into her coffee for several long moments, “Now I’m kind of 

away from the criminal justice aspect. I’m more into the behavioral science aspect of my 

education.”

Currently, Sharon is not working because she is choosing to stay at home with 

their four-month old son. She explains the transition from professional woman to stay-at- 

home mom as being a difficult adjustment. She laughs loudly before she admits feeling 

like ‘you re never off work as a mom!” and that she misses the positive professional 

feedback she had always gotten at work. Being a new mother has also made her feel that 

her military lifestyle is more difficult, which she explains, with some humor, by saying:
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It’s harder when the guys go away...  When I was working, you know, 

before I had kids, it never bothered me that he was going here for this 

amount of time, or there for that amount of time. In fact, kind of a break 

from each other would be good periodically for a few days. I would get 

control of the remote, and I can watch my cheesy Lifetime movie if I 

want, and I can eat popcorn and jellybeans for dinner! But with a baby, it’s 

a lot more stressful, because you don’t have any kind of break. He’s a real 

involved father, which I love about him. But now he’s not coming home at 

night so I can go to the gym!. . .  that I’m finding challenging.

Sharon adamantly asserts her independence from her husband throughout our 

conversation more than any of the other co-researchers in this study. When elaborating on 

this idea of depending more on her husband because of their child, the pitch of her voice 

rises noticeably as she explains:

Him being here and there, or moving all the time, that’s never bothered 

me. Until now. And it bothers me that it bothers me! I’m very 

independent. I have my own things going...  I don’t identify myself 

through my husband. I am my own person.. . .  I’m not a captain! My 

husband is a captain! I don’t view myself as a captain.

This conversation led to Sharon sharing the negative feelings she has about her 

perceived expectation that as the wife of a captain, specifically a company commander, 

she should lead the company Family Readiness Group. She explains in a flat and non- 

emotional verse at first, “one of my big complaints with FRG is that, when your husband
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takes command, it is expected that the wife take on that role of FRG leader. And that kind 

of annoys me. For one, I had my own thing going on. I mean, when he took command, I 

was nine months pregnant, and I had my own career that I was doing, and I was working 

10 to 12 hours a day.” Later, with anger in her voice and her hands tapping out emphasis 

on the table, she recalls,

I was in a tizzy! I mean, I’m hormonal anyway—I’m about to give birth, 

and all of this was happening. I already felt like I was racing against the 

clock . . .  and then [FRG] got laid on me. And I was so mad. I was just 

mad! I was just mad that that would be—why would it be my 

responsibility to be an FRG leader? Why do I have to care?

Sharon reiterates again and again during our conversation that the expectation that 

she “care” by volunteering to lead the FRG does not come from her husband. She smiles 

into her coffee cup when she described the two of them as “little rebels.” When she 

describes their shared viewpoint on the Army’s FRG program, she does so from her 

understanding of her husband’s perspective, saying:

As a CO [Company Commander], I need to focus on training my men for 

war, you know, battle strategy, and making sure they are up to snuff 

should they go, so they don’t get themselves and me killed. And that’s his 

viewpoint. He thinks that we’ve become so much of a social services 

organization, and it flat out makes him mad.

Later, Sharon discloses that her husband almost discourages her from 

involvement, revealing, “He, if anything, thinks that I’m too involved just by going to a
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meeting every now and again.” She laughs and shakes her head at that, and then adds,

“He has not put any pressure—he’s been really good about that. He’s just like, ‘Don’t 

you even worry about it. You’re not in the Army. This shouldn’t fall to you.”’

Despite the absence of “pressure” that she describes in terms of her relationship with 

her husband, Sharon relates that the amount of pressure she perceives from other Army 

Officers’ wives, particularly those who are married to officers of higher rank, is a source 

of contention for her. In her story about her experience when her husband assumed 

Company Command, she explains with wide eyes and shock in her voice:

When I was not going to take responsibility—I could have 

misunderstood—but I felt pressured by the Battalion Commander’s wife.

. . .  She was saying in one breath, ‘Oh, I understand.’ And she literally was 

in my same position, she said, during one of her [husband’s] commands, 

and she said she just took advice or whatever. But then she turned around 

and put pressure on me, and it was driving me crazy! I don’t understand 

why she was doing that when she herself was in the same position, and 

wanted to be left alone. You want to be left alone when you’re working all 

the time, and I had a brand new baby coming...  and here she was trying 

to tell me that I needed to do this and that with the FRG. I was just, like,

‘NO!’

Sharon offers her understanding of why the battalion commander’s wife may have 

expected her involvement by explaining the distinction she sees between wives married 

to more senior Army officers, and newer Army wives. She clarifies by saying, “It might
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be a thing of old-school Army versus new-school Army...  I think with the newer wives 

coming in, we tend to be more of our own person. We have gone to school. We have 

been out in the world. We have had our own careers, or still have our own careers going 

on.” Loudly and excitedly, she adds, “We have had a life!” She articulates this idea of 

“old-school Army” again later when she says, “The theory is that it came from the Fifties, 

when, you know, most wives were just extensions of their husbands, or whatever that 

kind of mentality was there—the days where if the battalion commander’s wife put white 

gloves on, then you put white gloves on. Can you imagine putting white gloves on?” 

Sharon also apparently sees this “old-school” self-identity distinction between more 

senior and junior officers’ wives as the reason that, in her view, many senior wives 

become “too involved.” She explains, she “can kind of see how you can get swept up into 

[the old-school thinking] if you’re really involved in FRG.” Sharon describes this further 

by insinuating that many of the senior wives have given up on the idea of their own 

careers and the pursuit of their own goals and interests based on the frequent relocations 

and separations required of Army officers and their families. She says of these women,

I think people tend to lose themselves in this kind of stuff because they 

have had to leave whatever life they had going before... They sacrifice 

that part of themselves, but they never get anything else in there. So then, 

something like FRG becomes their whole life. And suddenly, something 

like a bake sale that I would not think was of such big importance, 

becomes all-consuming. And, it’s like the priorities have totally shifted.
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Sharon perceives this lack of self-identity outside of expected involvement in the 

Army and Army programs to be the reason that many Army Officers’ wives begin to 

identify themselves in terms of their husband’s rank. She elaborates by saying:

That’s where the wearing of the rank comes in. I think people get involved 

with things like the FRG, or whatever.. .  I think you can be involved and 

still retain your own identity. Don’t get me wrong, I think there’s nothing 

wrong with being involved, and doing that stuff. But I think some just get 

swept into it, and that becomes their whole life. That is their thing. They 

don’t have any kind of outside interests. They’re all involved in FRG and 

Army and stuff like that.

Sharon’s sharp tone, down-turned mouth, and wrinkled brow during this part of our 

conversation showed clear disdain for her idea of Officers’ wives “wearing their 

husband’s rank.” Unlike other co-researchers, who seemed a bit reluctant to discuss 

specific incidents of this phenomenon, Sharon leaned toward me eagerly to share a recent 

story of a friend who, in Sharon’s view, was the target of a battalion commander’s wife 

“using her husband’s rank.” According to Sharon’s narrative, her friend was confronted 

at work by a battalion commander’s wife who was upset that a wife of a soldier in her 

husband’s unit had just quit her job. Sharon recounts:

My friend is her employer, and she was doing things wrong.. .so that’s 

[my friend’s] job, to try to correct the situation. . .  and the battalion 

commander’s wife was saying, ‘Well, this is my best FRG leader. How 

dare you treat her this way!’ . . .  so the battalion commander’s wife goes to
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my friend, and threatens her really, saying ‘I’m going to go to this general 

[your boss], and you better not tell anybody that I came in here or I will 

get you fired.’ I was really shocked to hear that this happened, and very 

disappointed. Because this is an example where she was like, ‘do you 

know who I am? . . .  I’m the wife of this battalion commander,’ you know, 

really trying to throw her weight around. I mean, it was so out of line, I 

felt like.. .  and it’s ridiculous! What she did is try to threaten a wife whose 

husband is of lower rank than her husband. And she was trying to tell her 

about her job, which she knew nothing about. She doesn’t work there! She 

doesn’t have anything to do with it!

During our continued conversation, Sharon describes that what she perceives as 

the expectation of involvement and “rank-wearing” of senior wives presents a 

difficult source of struggle for many younger wives, particularly in terms of the 

possible impact their actions might have on their husband’s career. She illustrates her 

perception of this tension with another story about a friend:

A friend of mine down at Ft. Richardson in Anchorage.. .the Battalion 

Commander’s wife there specifically told her, ‘yea, it’s not on the OER 

[Officer Evaluation Report], but it still impacts him.’ So, if your FRG is 

not very active, it can really impact his evaluation. So, yea. ‘You can ruin 

it for him,’ basically is what she said.

From her own experience, she relates, “because of the general feeling I’ve gotten 

from our battalion commander’s wife . . .  I worry more about [my husband’s] evaluation.
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.. He’s planning on being career, so I don’t want that to get messed up because of a bad 

OER because of FRG.”

Seeming to add to this struggle for Sharon is what she presents as her view that 

enlisted wives have similar expectations that officers’ wives are supposed to “care,” and 

therefore take on the responsibilities of the company FRG. Sharon discloses:

Even though now my baby’s four months old, I’m still not trying to take 

over the FRG leadership.. . I ’ve had actually a couple of the enlisted 

wives ask me if I’m going to take over now that I’ve had the baby... they 

asked me before I had the baby, and then asked me after, also... in fact, 

the first FRG leader told me that, when my husband first started command, 

and she held a meeting, they asked, ‘why is the CO’s wife not doing this?’

Almost like, in my perception—this could have been off too—but it was 

almost like they were thinking I was too good for that. And it’s not that at 

all! . . .  And that’s where the guilt comes in, because I don’t want people 

to think that I think that I’m better than anybody else and that kind of 

thing.

Despite the assertion that she doesn’t feel “better than” the wives of enlisted Army 

personnel, Sharon does address the distinction she sees between officers’ wives and 

young, enlisted wives several times during the interview. As she explains it, the 

animosity arises out of differences in age, experience, and education. She says:

Some of these young wives, I mean, they’re teenagers.. .  They’ve never 

been outside their county line, and all of sudden, they’re married to a
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soldier in the Army, and now they’re here and they’re forced with making 

adult decisions that they’ve never had to do before. They don’t know that 

you need the checkbook in order to pay bills.. .  and they always have 

kids. I don’t know how that happens, but they always have kids, so they’re 

always in some kind of predicament because I think that they themselves 

were yanked from the nest too soon.

Sharon also admits that the dichotomy set up by her point of view as Officer’s 

wife toward enlisted spouses causes her to feel “guilty” enough that she often goes to 

events that she would rather not attend. She explains, “On the company level, I feel like I 

should, you know, make an appearance, so people don’t think that, ‘well, she’s a snooty 

officer’s wife. She thinks she’s too good for us!”’

Although Sharon repeatedly refers to the idea that the overwhelming expectation she 

feels to be involved in the Army’s volunteer family support programs is a significant part 

of her experience, particularly as the wife of a company commander, she appears to 

justify her resistance to comply. First, she staunchly claims support for her husband’s 

military career. Sharon describes that support as demonstrated, not through volunteering 

and involvement in Army programs, but instead, by her independence and self-sacrifice. 

She explains:

In order to be a military spouse, you have to be independent. You have to 

be able to be alone. You have to be able to make new friends quickly. You 

have to be able to get yourself involved in things, because they’re going to 

be gone, at some point, training, or whatever. And just, moving—you have
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to be able to move every two to three years. And you have to have that 

flexibility. So you have to be able to separate yourself from your husband.

I think that’s a crucial part of being a military spouse. You have to have 

your own thing going on.

Sharon emphasizes the idea of self-sacrifice by relating the story of a friend from 

graduate school. A smile creeps across her face and her voice increases in volume and 

speed as she says:

[She] works for the Naval Investigator Service. She’s doing things like 

going to Bahrain and doing training—you know, how to drive if there’s 

bombs exploding everywhere! And she would go to, like New York City, 

and do undercover training, surveillance training, and stuff like that...

And that’s what I wanted to do. And I’m like, I am not Billy Bad Ass 

kickin’ in doors! I’m worrying about freakin’ fundraisers for FRG!

C’mon!

Finally, as illustrated by the many stories she tells during our interview about 

friends in situations like her own, Sharon describes finding solace in sharing her 

experiences as an Army Officer’s wife with others with similar experiences. She sums 

that up by saying with laughter, “Pretty much all the other wives that are in my 

position—um, Company Commander’s [wives]—we’re all just, like, Blech! FRG!” She 

sticks her tongue out and wrinkles her nose for added emphasis.
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Sylvia’s Narrative

Sylvia is in her late twenties, and has two and a half years of experience as an Army 

Officer’s wife. Although she is the daughter of a career Army Officer, her mother and 

father divorced when she was very young, and she spent most of her life with her mother.

Explaining the infrequent contact she had with her father while growing up,

Sylvia relates that she “saw him briefly, coming from work with his Army uniform on. 

And I always hated the Army uniform.” She pauses and seems pensive for a few 

moments, and then smiles and says “I’m very, um, not conservative,” with a great deal of 

emphasis on not.

Admittedly then, marrying an Army officer was not necessarily the path that 

Sylvia imagined for her life. She laughs when she says, “I always thought I was going to 

marry, like, some long-haired band singer, you know, something like that. And I end up 

with an Army [officer]—conservative, short, shaved, you know—very ”

Despite the differences she imagines might exist in her and her husband’s 

philosophies, her stories about him and their relationship illustrate a marriage that is 

happy and strong. She describes the two of them as “highly compatible,” explaining her 

reluctance to attend what she sees as the Army’s “all-too-frequent” social events, saying:

I have two options a lot of times, and it’s either to go to the coffee, or to 

hang out with my husband. And I know that sounds weird, but I’d 

probably rather hang out with my husband. I mean, we enjoy each other, 

and we like the same things, so we hang out together. And if I had the 

choice, I’d probably pick that every time.
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Another self-described aspect of Sylvia’s identity that comes up frequently in our 

conversation is her tendency to be “a loner.” On one hand, Sylvia indicates that this 

preference for being alone helps her to adapt to the military lifestyle, especially in terms 

of dealing with long separations from her husband. She clarifies her point, sharing a 

story of her life soon after graduation from college, in which she emphasizes that she 

“went to work for five years on [her] own... bought a house on [her] own. . .didn’t go 

out. [She] went to work and went home, because that’s what [she] wanted to d o ” Sylvia 

adds that time spent alone, then and now, allows her to work as an aspiring writer toward 

her goal of eventually publishing some of her stories. She adds that she grew up as an 

only child, and therefore, “always had to deal with doing stuff on [her] own, and . . .  

occupying myself.. .I’ve never had a problem with that.” So, while Sylvia claims 

understanding for wives who find their husbands’ frequent and prolonged absences to be 

a difficult part of the military lifestyle, that is not her experience. Speaking about another 

wife whose husband serves in the same unit as her own, Sylvia smiles and says, “Like Jill 

just goes nuts when she’s alone. I don’t . .. It doesn’t bother me when—I mean, I miss 

him when he leaves, and I don’t want him to go for a month. But if he goes, I’m okay, 

‘cause I go back into ‘Sylvia mode.’”

At the same time, Sylvia admits that her preference for being alone also causes 

some conflict with what she perceives to be the social obligations that accompany her 

role as an Army Officer’s wife. When talking about the monthly social “coffees” hosted 

and attended by the other Officer and NCO wives in her husband’s unit, she reveals that

39



when she “first got to Alaska, [she] felt like [she] needed to go.” She remembers her first 

experience at a coffee as being unpleasant for her, recounting:

I sat on the couch and pretended like I was listening to the conversation, 

because you feel so isolated. You know, you’re in a circle. There’s two 

people on each side of you that you don’t know. She’s talking to her and 

she’s talking to her, and you feel like a bump on a log. So then you try to 

listen in, and somebody, you know, they may scoot over, to [include you], 

and then you’re so embarrassed when they do ask you something.

Sylvia’s long, hard laughter seems forced as she finishes her story. With her eyes 

downcast and a self-conscious flip of her hair off of her shoulders, she reveals that the 

experience of her first coffee continues to affect her perception of these and other official 

and unofficial Army social events, as well as her willingness to attend. Throughout our 

conversation, her descriptions of these events are laced with emotional words and phrases 

such as “awful,” “horrible,” “it drove me nuts,” “overwhelming,” “miserable,” “just not 

my thing,” and “I was in hell the whole time,” which she reveals to me quite slowly and 

dramatically.

Although Sylvia chooses derogatory language and speaks with a sarcastic tone 

when describing these “get-togethers,” she informs me that she still frequently attends. 

When I question her about this apparent contradiction between her feelings and her 

actions, she acknowledges that she understands why the socializing is important for 

Army wives, saying, “Yea, it’s good for the Army, I think . . .  you need to be in touch 

with the family support groups, because if [husbands] do deploy, it’s probably a really

40



good thing.” When referring specifically to Family Support Group or Family Readiness 

Group get-togethers, she also speaks about the obligation to attend what seems almost 

inherent to her understanding of being an Army Officer’s wife. She explains,

I think the structure of the Army makes you feel obligated . . .  You have 

the FRG set up, and like I said before, I think it’s a good thing, if you do it 

right. And if you’re a commander . . .  it normally falls to the wife . . .  well, 

you’re expected when you get in to do i t . . .  I don’t think I’d feel bad for 

refusing it, but I would do it just because of the structure. It’s the structure 

and it’s the structure and you can’t break it down unless you change the 

whole system.

Several times during the interview Sylvia speaks of what she sees as an excess of 

social functions and get-togethers with other Army wives. Her voice rises and her 

expressive green eyes flash with anger when she explains her frustration by saying she 

“has a life!” Yet, she also describes her understanding of how other wives in positions of 

leadership within the family support network must feel:

They have to get out this information, and it’s almost like you’ve got to do 

this. This is your job to do this. You’re the wife of so-and-so, and you’ve 

got to do this. .. I think that’s the old Army coming through. That it’s just 

going to be that way because you’re the wife of.

When I question her further about the apparent sense of obligation she describes 

and how it makes her feel, Sylvia indicates that, while she thinks “a lot of people like the 

control—like the ‘I am so-and-so’s wife, and I will contribute,’ her feelings are grounded
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more in a sense of a desire to meet the expectations of others. She answers with humor, 

raising her voice and her hand in mock eagerness:

It’s not something I would go, ‘Oh my God! I’m going to be an FRG 

leader! Want to do it tomorrow!’ B ut. . .  I’m not a dummy, and I think I 

could get in there and do it okay, and it not be very painful for me. And 

then not have to shove it off on somebody else, either, that may not want 

to do it. It’s not something I’m crazy about, but it’s not something I think 

would be completely horrible to experience.

Sylvia’s understanding of the on-going obligations she may face as the wife of an 

Army officer seems to originate from several different sources. For example, Sylvia 

shares an animated narrative about a conversation she had with her sister-in-law, who is 

also married to an Army Officer, shortly after she and her husband were married. She 

recounts what her sister-in-law said in a sharply whispered tone: “You reflect your 

husband, and your husband reflects you, and you have got to, you know, do all this stuff, 

and blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah!” She describes confronting her husband about 

her sister-in-law’s remarks and relates that his response was “Oh yea, whatever! . . .  That 

may have been used to be, but don’t worry about it.”

This story, as well as others Sylvia tells during our conversation, indicates that 

interaction with her husband plays an important part in her understanding of her role as 

an Army Officer’s wife. Sylvia seemed relieved when she said, “I’ve had the benefit of 

being with somebody that says, ‘you don’t have to do all the stuff if you don’t want to.
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And you can do what you want to’ . . .  So that’s the good side of it. That I have a little 

leeway.”

Despite sharing her feelings that she has “a little leeway,” however, Sylvia 

recognizes that the Army lifestyle, in many ways, is significantly different from the way 

of life she is accustomed to. She stammers a bit when she explains she’s “the kind of 

person who likes to know stuff. .. When I’m talking to somebody, I wanna know, you 

know, what’s going on. I don’t like to be clueless.” Sylvia laughingly recounts her story 

of traveling to the post of the research site as a new Army bride:

On the way up here . . .  we went to the store and were looking at the Army 

Wives’ Officer Guide, or Wives’ Guide, or Wives’ Officer Guide. But I 

ended up getting the Officer Guide, and not the Wives, because the Wives 

just looked too cheesy to me. So I ended up getting the Officer Guide, and 

reading some of this on the way up here.

She also discloses that she has participated in some Army-sponsored information 

programs since moving to this duty station, including a two-day “Newcomer’s Brief’ 

for families just arriving on post, and an on-line Army Family Team Building 

(AFTB) class intended to inform new spouses about basic Army functions such as 

finance, medical benefits, and rank structure. However, she also relates that she found 

these programs to be “completely pointless,” and reiterates that she relies primarily 

on interaction with her husband as she tries to understand Army life. The pace of her 

words quicken as she says:
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During a conversation, when [her husband] goes, “blah, blah, blah, blah, 

and FT par R,” or whatever, I’m like, “what is ?” You know, I have to 

stop him. And so, I’ve learned just asking. “Okay, stop. What is this whole 

thing, because I have no idea what you’re talking about right here” . . .  I’m 

pretty much, when he talks, I can understand what he’s talking about now.

Sylvia’s self-described desire to be well-informed and have open communication 

with her husband are what she credits for her understanding and acceptance of her 

husband’s job as a soldier. She tells me, “It’s not that they want to leave you. It’s that 

they want to use what they’ve learned. And you’ve got to understand that. You’ve gotta 

take it one day at a time.” However, she also describes her recognition of the fact that not 

all Army wives do share her perspective. She acknowledges that unrealistic expectations 

about Army life create tension in families, and introduces the distinction between 

officers’ families and the families of young, lower-enlisted soldiers by explaining:

I understand that he works for the country, and he’s deployed. But I think I 

can explain—it goes back to education and being alone. I can accept that a 

little bit better than, you know, somebody coming out of mom’s house at 

eighteen years old, and getting married, and being with this guy for five 

years, and then he’s gone for a year... they depend on this person. I’m not 

saying that they’re dumb or anything, I’m just saying that they just don’t 

have maybe the—I don’t know. I like information. I like to know things.
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While Sylvia, herself, directly refers to a distinction between officers’ families and 

enlisted families in the Army, she also becomes animated in describing how 

uncomfortable that distinction makes her. Her voice is loud and words sharp as she says: 

You’re the same people, you know, officers and enlisted. Whatever! I got 

a little irritated coming up here because I was reading the [Army Officers'

Guide] and it was like, well, officers can’t associate with enlisted. I’m 

like, what are you talking about—can’t associate with enlisted people!

And [her husbandj’s like, ‘well, it’s not that you can’t. You’ve just got to 

be careful with it.’ Well, why do you have to be careful with it? It’s 

human beings, for crying out loud!

And later, she adds,

I don’t give a rat’s ass if they’re enlisted or officers, or black or red. You 

know, it doesn’t matter to me. But I think that’s part of the reason that 

people don’t-—you don’t see people having barbeques in this 

neighborhood. . .  I understand the officer/enlisted thing, but I don’t think 

it should be a barrier. I would be nice if it would be more of a community.

. . .  and I understand with officers, if you’re together, you may have the 

same interests versus the enlisted.. .but there are a lot of enlisted people I 

have a blast with.

Despite what she describes as ambivalent feelings about perceived obligations and 

responsibilities, and the division between officers and enlisted soldiers and their families,
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Sylvia, overall, has a positive impression of her life as an Army Officer’s wife. She 

explains:

It’s been really fun to come up and [say] I lived in Alaska! Who can say 

that? I have seen negative 45-degrees. I have stepped outside in negative 

45-degrees!. . .  And I have the excuse that I don’t have to get a job 

because we’re moving all the time. I love writing. I may never get 

published, but I’m going to try .. .even growing up, I was saying, I want to 

be a housewife... and I do. I’m perfectly happy. I’m perfectly content just 

doing my thing.

Sylvia also relates an appreciation for the transient nature of Army lifestyle, 

revealing that she likes the idea of moving every couple of years. She refers to the 

temporal nature of her life when asked whether continued pressure to fulfill obligations 

for the Army might change her positive attitude by replying:

I think I would just want to get to the next post. I don’t think it would 

change my mind about the Army in general. I mean, there’s going to be 

negatives everywhere.. .  But it’s not that big of a deal. If somebody 

harasses me about coffees, I’ll just tell them, ‘this is not a requirement!’ I 

mean, it’s not like I’m in the Army! I mean, I’d probably be a little bit 

bothered if somebody was bothered that I wasn’t doing my duty, but, 

heavens! Two years later, it will be somebody else.
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Gillian’s Narrative

Gillian’s interview begins over the remnants of a delicious lunch and the 

beginnings of hot, aromatic cups of coffee we were enjoying in a cozy restaurant. We had 

already been talking easily together for over an hour when I start the tape recorder and 

ask Gillian to describe herself. She answers entirely in terms of her husband and his 

Army career:

I’ve been an Army wife for almost seven years now. My husband went to 

West Point, and graduated in 1996, and we were stationed at Fort Benning 

for a year while he did training there. And then we moved on to Fort 

Carson for three years, where he did several different sort of lower end 

positions as a First Lieutenant and Second Lieutenant. And now he’s a 

Captain here.. .  and he’s in the Headquarters Command.

However, Gillian departs from the description of herself relative only to her husband 

throughout the remainder of the conversation by frequently mentioning her desire and 

intent to “stay true” to herself. For example, she refers to her role as “baby of the family” 

several times, explaining that, prior to marrying her husband, she felt that she was always 

“able to depend on somebody else other than myself.” As the youngest in her family, she 

describes being accustomed to “getting her way,” and therefore struggling to “deal with 

some of the things that you have to accept as an Army wife. Like, ‘Well, no. He’s not 

coming home today.’” She adds, smiling at herself, “I sort of would just stamp my feet 

almost like a child, and say, ‘That’s not fair! You can’t do that to me!”’
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While she offers those self-descriptions to explain the difficulties she faces as the 

wife of an Army officer, she also discloses several aspects of her identity that she 

believes make the challenges of her lifestyle easier to meet. With a self-satisfied smile 

and a jaunty roll of her shoulders, Gillian refers to her job as an art teacher in the public 

school system, to community classes in which she is enrolled, and to her involvement in 

the local Summer Arts Festival, which she describes with a great deal of inflection in her 

voice as “one of my loves that nobody could ever take away from me. It’s not me, you 

know, as a wife, or even an Army wife. I f  s just Similarly, she frequently brings up 

her role as a mother during our conversation, explaining that “now that I have Angela, I 

think it makes [the Army lifestyle] a lot easier, because I sort of have to be brave for her, 

and keep her safe, and let her know that what her daddy does is important, but that I’m 

here for her in the interim.”

Her idea of being “true to herself’ arises primarily in Gillian’s narratives about 

the expectations she believes accompany her experience as an Army Officer’s wife. She 

reveals a contradiction, however, which she explains as:

One of those sticky wickets that you can’t really get away from. They 

want you to be one thing, and then they want you to be another thing, all 

in the same person. They want you to be this wife that doesn’t care, but 

then they want you to be this wife that’s very involved at the same time.

You know, and especially when you’re a company commander’s wife.

You’re much more high profile. I think people really watch what you do 

and say, and what things you attend and don’t attend.
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Gillian spells out that her perception of these expectations stems from several 

sources. At least three times during our conversation she mentions reading her husband’s 

Officer Manual. At first, she laughs at herself and tucks her head slightly when she says 

she, “read his Officer Manual before—you know, not like cover to cover or anything— 

but different parts of it that were especially pertaining to military wives.” Her voice is 

sharp and sarcastic as she tells another story about learning from a manual:

One of the first things that my husband ever bought me was an Army 

manual. I can just see it in my mind. It’s this green-covered thing, and it 

has pictures of, you know, how to tie your husband’s tie . . .  It had one 

little quote in there.. .’be the lady who stitches on the soldier’s patches 

and makes cookies.’ And that’s just so not me. My husband is the one that 

cooks all the time, and I’m the one that, you know, I can’t sew to save my 

life.

Although she ends her story by claiming, “I sort of pride myself on that’s the 

things I keep, you know, of myself, and not give over to the Army,” she does make 

frequent reference to this construction of Army wife, and admits to occasionally taking 

on the role of what she interprets as “this Old Army thought process . . .  this pretty 

woman who wears pearls and has cookies ready for the soldiers when they come back 

from the field.” For example, when describing ways in which she supports her husband’s 

career, she answers, “Part of it was just being aware of what was going on in his career, 

and helping him in any way I could. Sometimes, you know, it’s sort of getting into that,
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you know, more pearl-wearing role, where you sort of do a lot of politically correct 

things.”

Gillian also admits she feels a strong sense of obligation to adhere to the other 

dimension of what she sees as the supportive Army Officer’s wife—the volunteer leader 

of her husband’s Company Family Readiness Group. Although she admits to initial 

reluctance to take on the leadership position, she reveals that she now takes the 

responsibility of the role quite seriously. Her perceived expectation of the job requires 

that she be ready and willing to assist the families assigned to her husband’s company. 

She explains,

The biggest expectation that can be difficult is when the husbands go away 

on deployments, you are really [the families’] chief contact person and 

help when their husbands are gone. And they can call you for any reason.

..  .you get sort of very different kinds of wives that you have to deal with, 

and sometimes the phone rings and you sort of dread whether you want to 

pick it up or not. So that’s the hardest piece of being the FRG leader, is 

just having all that responsibility. And for our company, we have over 100 

women that I’m expected to, you know, sort of keep track of, at least to 

some degree . . .  so that has huge implications for what my responsibilities 

are. Now it’s not a matter of me just taking care of myself and my 

daughter. It’s me taking care of a lot of other people.

Again, Gillian describes antithetical feelings as she discloses that she both enjoys 

and resents the expected responsibility that she perceives. At one point, she tells me,
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“Being somebody who was always taken care of as a child, I like that somebody needs 

me.” With a smile and short laugh, she adds, “I sort of think of these wives as my troops. 

And you know, I sort of like that responsibility.” In a later story, however, she reveals 

that she has also fought a great deal of resentment for the expectations of her role as FRG 

leader. She says, “When you finally get into it, you realize you just can’t do it all, or else 

you just lose yourself, or you’re just doing things that you don’t really agree with. And 

then you would just feel resentful. That’s one of the things I’ve had to work through the 

hardest.”

When questioned about why she assumes the expected role despite the difficulty 

and resentment, Gillian speaks at length about the importance of supporting her husband 

in his career. On one hand, she asserts that she supports her husband because she expects 

mutual support of her endeavors from him. She also, however, expresses her opinion that 

her involvement impacts her husband’s Army career in a positive way. She tells me:

As an Army wife, I think it helps, whether or not anybody would ever say 

that. If you’re involved, I think sometimes it can sway—not necessarily an 

Officer Evaluation Report—but somebody’s impression of—not your 

husband—but you in relation to your husband. And maybe if they think 

highly of me, you know, ‘Well, Gillian had this great FRG meeting,’ then 

they’ll think, ‘Well, [her husband] must be doing something right, or their 

marriage must be together.’ So I think it has to do with an overall 

impression, even though nobody would really say that that’s important.
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It’s not written down in any regulations, but it’s sort of one of those 

unknown, unspeakable things that still exists from that old Army.

Gillian explains constructing this understanding in several ways. First, she speaks 

again about the Army manuals she has read and continues to “refer to once in a while just 

to sort of see if it’s on line with what my life has been like as a military wife.” She also 

alludes to communicative interactions with her husband, which she describes by saying,

“I think from previous conversations with [her husband], that he feels like I’m part of that 

edge. And so, you know, I think that makes me feel good in a way, that he feels like . . .  

I’m sort of on his team, or on his side.” Additionally, she discusses the importance of the 

influence of interaction with other military wives. At one point in our interview, when 

discussing the perceived expectations of an Army Officer’s wife, she says, “It’s one of 

those things that I’ve sort of learned to accept, that’s part of the game as it were. I think 

[I’ve learned] just from watching other wives that do i t . . .  I think it’s just one of those 

things that, you know, you feel as a dutiful wife.” Finally, Gillian talks about the 

importance of “experience.” She explains,

I think in general, in life, that’s the biggest teacher—experience. Just 

having enough of the deployments and times when he’s going away to 

know what to do when they’re gone . .. Just sort of knowing the rigors of 

Army life, and who to contact, and some of the things that are available to 

you as an Army wife. You know, the different organizations that you can 

join, and the different social events that you can go to, and things that you 

can rely on, in a pinch, to help you out and help you through the
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deployment. And for me, just to know that there’s other wives out there.

And the more I talk to other wives about how they feel about 

deployments—just to know that there’s somebody else out there that has 

the same feelings and thoughts and fears about their husbands.

Her notion of experience is also what she cites as the main difference in what she 

perceives as conflict between officers’ wives and the wives of enlisted soldiers. While 

Gillian admits that the idea of dealing with the challenges of Army life better through 

experience is the message she often tries to pass on to the women in her FRG, she 

explains,

I don’t think you can really express it to them in the way that they want to 

hear it. I think some of them will initially take you as, you’re an officer’s 

wife, and you have more privileges, and have more rights, and you have 

more money. I try and remind them, but I don’t want to seem like, you 

know, their mom, or seem like I’m better than them or anything. I think 

it’s all experience.

And overall, as Gillian asserts, her experience has led to a generally positive 

description of her life as an Army Officer’s wife. Though in our interview she 

acknowledges and even stresses the hardships of her military lifestyle, she also describes 

embracing those hardships, as illustrated when she narrates what her life might be like if 

she wasn’t an Army Officer’s wife:

I don’t think I would be thinking so much about being independent and 

having to be strong. I think it would be a much more normalized sort of
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existence. Which I don’t know whether would be good or bad. I mean, I 

sort of cherish the things that I’ve learned as an Army wife, you know, 

that I can be independent. That I don’t need people. Like my sister has a 

husband who’s a teacher, and they’ve been married for about 10 years 

now, and he goes away for a few days, and she’ll wait for him to change a 

light bulb! . . .  and I can do those things. I sort of relish those things.

Julie’s Narrative

Julie begins our interview by telling me that she is nervous, especially about being 

audio taped. She briefly tells the story of being involved in an Army investigation into the 

suicide death of an officer in her unit during Operation Desert Storm. At this point, she 

begins tapping her fingertips on the table while she talks—something she continues to do 

throughout our entire conversation.

As I turn the tape recorder on, I remind Julie about a recent conversation we had 

concerning her involvement in her husband’s unit Family Readiness Group (FRG) in 

which she had said she “didn’t ask for this.” She tips her head back and laughs out loud, 

but then becomes somber again quickly, without offering any additional explanation. I 

prod her to explain, and after a long pause, she tells me that her husband is in his third 

company command position, and that she is not currently as involved as she has been in 

the past. When I press her more about her self-described involvement and leadership of 

her husband’s unit FRG, Julie’s soft voice increases in volume and intensity as she 

asserts, “it’s not required that the [Commander’s] spouse be the Family Readiness Group
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Coordinator. But I support my husband. .. I want to be there to support him in his career, 

and it’s much easier if his coordinator is his wife.”

Our conversation continues with Julie refuting the idea that her involvement, or 

“support” of her husband may in some way impact his professional evaluation or career. 

Early in our conversation, she shares the story of one of her husband’s previous 

commanders who “liked knowing that the FRG was taken care of. .. he felt a peace and 

comfort about that. But I don’t think he evaluated [her husband’s] work on that.” Later, 

however, she contradicts herself when she describes:

Currently, our battalion commander, I guess, would be considered single.

So he’s got a stand-in FRG representative who just came on board really 

gung-ho in the past couple of months . . .  from the beginning of [her 

husband’s] command time until just the past month or so, there was no 

leadership there, so therefore, there was no pressure on me to really do 

anything other than my own company stuff.

With a small, ironic smile playing around the edges of her lips, Julie admits that the 

battalion commander’s wife stand-in is the Executive Officer’s wife, which means that 

she is the wife of the second highest-ranking officer in the battalion. Her smile breaks 

across her face as she says, “there was probably some pressure there. There was some 

pressure for me, actually, to take it on in the beginning, before they came in. And I told 

[her husband] absolutely not. ‘Cause I am doing this for my husband.” She re-emphasizes 

her earlier claims of strictly self-imposed expectations by adding, “I can’t volunteer 

myself outside of supporting him.”
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Despite restating her point of view that official Army expectations for the wife of 

an officer, particularly a commander, are nonexistent, Julie shares that she does have 

strong personal feelings of obligation to be involved and to take on the responsibilities of 

her “job” as commander’s wife. Her tone is very soft and the rate of her words slow as 

she explains that her intentions come first and foremost from her love for her husband, 

and her desire to show support for him in his career. She takes a break from her incessant 

finger tapping to inter-twine her hands, and explains, “I think what it demonstrates is a 

unified body there. I’m supporting him, and if I can’t support him, how can he ever 

expect any of the spouses to ever come be a part of the family readiness group. Because, I 

mean, in reality, Family Readiness does fall under the responsibility of the commander.”

Julie also relates that her sense of obligation stems from an exceptionally high 

level of compassion. She describes a strong sense of moral obligation to take care of what 

she referred to as her “family. “ Her voice wavers a little as she explains, “In the military, 

we are a family. I mean, we are all put together, usually in remote locations, like here in 

Alaska, where we have no family. And the unit is essentially supposed to be the family, 

and take care of one another.” As she narrates stories of difficulties or problems faced by 

various families within her husband’s unit, Julie’s eyes fill with tears, and she appears to 

be overcome by emotion as she allowed her voice to trail off with sentences left 

unfinished. In one such instance, she explains, “I’m a very emotional person, and I feel 

other peoples’ hurt.”
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Julie is a self-professed Christian, and she refers to her strong religious beliefs 

several times during the interview. For example, she says, “Especially as a Christian . . .  

God’s been talking to me lately, you know, ‘reach out and help your neighbor.”’

Despite describing the strong convictions she feels to take on the responsibility of 

caring for the families in her husband’s unit, Julie also readily admits to feelings of 

resentment toward her leadership role, and reluctance to be as involved as she has in the 

past. She looks intently at her tapping fingers and very quietly admits that “it was hard to 

agree to support him in the third time,” referring again to the fact that her husband is 

serving as a Company Commander for the third time in his Army career. Julie also 

reveals that she hopes her husband never becomes a battalion commander. She laughs 

and shifts back and forth in her chair as she confesses, “My personal hope is that he never 

has another command.” Her expression is serious again as she explains, “I just don’t like 

being in charge and responsible for stuff. I used to love to be in charge of stuff. But now, 

I’ve got my family. My priorities have changed, so I hope not.” When questioned about 

whether she could simply refuse to take on any responsibility if her husband does become 

a battalion commander, her eyes lock with mine, she shakes her head forcefully from side 

to said, and says, “No. I couldn’t. No. I love him too much. I’ll do what it takes.”

Julie reveals that her strong feelings of animosity toward her perceived 

responsibilities are primarily based on her experiences during her husband’s previous two 

command assignments. She explains, “I’ve learned from being overburdened,” and 

describes herself as “too involved,” particularly citing that “my kids took the back burner. 

And I regret wasting that time.” Especially because much of her time now is spent home-
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schooling her three daughters, Julie’s previous experiences have led her to adopt an 

attitude about her current level of involvement that she calls, “a totally stand-offish 

approach, but willing to help.” She describes “struggling” with that, however, and she 

punctuates the idea with a deep sigh when she tells me that the thought of the Army not 

taking care of its families saddens her. She admits, “I may sound hypocritical here, 

because I feel like I haven’t gotten as involved this time,” and then adds, “It’s hard for 

me, because I hate to see people suffer, but yet, I can’t run for everybody else. I have to 

take care of my own family. I can’t even get my own stuff done, much less, take care 

of—so I struggle with that.”

Julie explains dealing with her internal conflict over taking care of others at the 

expense of her own family by viewing her primary responsibility as commander’s wife as 

a disseminator of information. She says, “I feel like that’s my job, is getting information 

out, so people can find the right resources.” And then, referring to her religious beliefs, 

adding, “I think where [God] has me right now is to be—not so much the hand, but just 

giving them the information, so they can go to where the hands are to help them.” Julie 

describes this understanding of her role in another way by recounting a story about a 

Warrant Officer in her husband’s unit whose wife had recently been called to active duty 

with the National Guard, leaving him solely responsible for their two young children. Her 

voice quickened and became more animated as she described the situation:

I was at an FRG meeting. I didn’t know anything about the situation, and 

one of the Warrant Officer wives mentioned to me how we need to reach 

out and help him, and he needs all this assistance and stuff. Like, kind of
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putting it all on my lap. Like, what are you going to—you know, you need 

to deal with it! . . .  but that’s where these people who see the problem— 

that’s what I’ve been trying to promote. If you see somebody in need, then 

reach out and help them. And this Warrant Officer’s wife saw the need, 

but yet, she was saying, ‘you do something about it!’ Well, I don’t have 

time to do something about it! You do something about it!

While Julie acknowledges that the dichotomy between wanting to help and not 

wanting to get too involved is an aspect of her experience as Officer’s wife with which 

she struggles, she also describes feeling conflict about the perceived distinction between 

the wives of officers and the wives of enlisted personnel, as well as the differences in 

level of involvement between herself, and what she considers the “next generation” of 

Officers’ wives.

Julie addresses the distinction between officers’ families and enlisted families 

when she brings up the fact that in her husband’s unit, “you combine everything with 

officers and enlisted. I mean, coffees—we don’t have anything separate as far as officers’ 

wives.” She claims a preference for that, explaining:

I’m very uncomfortable with having it separate because I don’t wear my 

husband’s rank, and I think that the private—his wife is just as important 

as a Colonel’s wife.. .so, if I associated that way—and that may be 

another reason I don’t get involved with OSC [Officers’ Spouses’ Club]— 

if I associated that way, I’m secluding myself into a clique, or whatever.
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And, that’s just not who I am ... I genuinely care for people, no matter 

what rank you are.

Yet later, Julie expresses discomfort in having to become involved in issues 

concerning families that don’t share her similar “lifestyle.” And while she does not want 

to make that distinction based on rank, she does say:

I think their priorities are different... especially in your junior enlisted.

They’re still young, and wanting to party, and enjoy life. And then they 

end up having a bunch of little kids, and that’s where a lot of issues in 

domestic violence get [started], because they’re not really grown up 

enough to have that responsibility.. .  but, their priorities are totally 

different, you know. Because I’m older, too. That’s where I see a line.

Julie also describes seeing a line between herself and the wives of younger 

officers in her husband’s unit. She broaches this subject while explaining how 

overburdened by responsibility she had felt at times in her husband’s career, saying, “It’s 

so interesting with this unit. Not one commissioned officer’s wife comes to any of our 

FRG stuff. And it’s kind of shocking to me!” Julie explains her understanding of this lack 

of participation from younger wives in terms of her husband’s perspective:

He feels there’s a different generation of soldiers coming in .. .he’s the last 

of those that, if your soldiers are there, you stay there until the soldiers are 

done. But he’s got Lieutenants leaving while their soldiers are still 

working. So I don’t know if there’s, like, a different mentality coming into
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the Army, and maybe that’s why these guys’ wives don’t come to 

anything.

Julie doesn’t speak of any hostility toward these younger officer’s wives for their 

lack of involvement, as illustrated by her comment, “I’m not a high-pressure person, and 

I’m not going to pressure them into coming. I think that’s a free choice. If they have other 

things that are more important to them, then that’s their choice.” However, she does then 

quietly mutter under her breath, “But it would be nice if they wanted to come.”

Finally, similarly to other co-researchers, Julie discusses the importance of lived 

experience to her understanding of her life as an Army Officer’s wife, and to her 

rationalization of any difficulty she might have in understanding the perspective of an 

enlisted wife, or even a younger officer’s wife. She explains:

I think maybe they aren’t informed enough...  These privates are coming 

in, and they are totally clueless as to Army life. And as much as people 

shudder at things being mandatory, I think that Army Family Team 

Building should be mandatory for new wives in the Army, because you 

can’t relate unless you understand Army life. And I think that probably is 

[the reason] for a lot of problems, maybe issues of domestic violence, 

because they don’t understand what their spouses’ responsibilities are, or 

role in things.

She concludes by emphasizing, “I think that is crucial. See, I had experience, being 

military myself—active duty for three years. I know how the Army works.”
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Maria’s Narrative

About a half hour before our planned meeting time, Maria calls me, in tears, 

asking if we could meet earlier, explaining only that she “has to get out of her house.” 

With a myriad of horrible thoughts racing through my head—she and her husband are 

fighting, she’s on the verge of a nervous breakdown—I agree, assuring her that I am 

available to help her in any way that I can.

When she arrives at my house twenty minutes later, she is no longer crying, and 

she gives me a weak smile. As we walk through the biting chill to take my son over to a 

friend’s house to play, she shares the source of her distress. Maria narrates that she’s been 

involved in an incident during the previous week in which she went into a professional 

workplace on post to defend what she perceived as the violated rights of a young wife in 

her battalion Family Readiness Group. The wife had recently quit her job, citing 

harassment by two other wives—officers’ wives—who also worked in the office. Maria 

looks directly at me and asserts that she knows she has “done the right thing” by 

confronting the two officers’ wives. However, she explains that she is also extremely 

upset that word of the incident has spread quickly around the small post. She reveals that 

her immediate distress stems from her anxiety that the Brigade Commander’s wife is so 

angry about the incident that she has actually called the most senior military wife in the 

state, who lives at another post, to report on what has happened.

Maria’s brows are furrowed and her tone is soft as she tells me that the Brigade 

Commander’s wife is “on a rampage,” and “out to get her.” As we step back into the 

warmth of my house, she explains feeling especially betrayed and violated by the whole



incident because she has considered the Brigade Commander’s wife to be a close friend 

and confidant up to this point in her eight-month tour at this post.

I listen and respond with brief words of consolation throughout Maria’s narrative. As 

we make our way over to the dining room table, where the tape recorder and consent 

form lay waiting, I offer to reschedule the interview for a time when she isn’t so upset. 

However, Maria insists that we continue, and rests her forehead in her hand, even as she 

encourages me to use the story she has just narrated if I think it will add to my research.

The recording of our conversation begins at the point where I ask Maria to describe 

herself. She does so in terms of her relationship to her husband. Information she shares 

includes when they met and married, his current rank, and all of the military installations 

where they’ve been stationed since marriage. Somewhat randomly in the middle of her 

answer, she tacks on the fact that she has only been a part of the Officers Spouses Club 

(OSC) at one duty station. She concludes her self-description by revealing she has a 

Bachelor’s Degree in Social Psychology... have worked in the mental health field— 

Psych Hospitals—in the past.. .  am presently not working—only as a Battalion 

Commander’s spouse and FRG [Family Readiness Group] Leader.”

Maria describes her understanding of her “job” as an extension of her husband’s rank 

and position of leadership at this point in his career. In explaining that, she laughs and 

says, “Well, I don’t think it was choice! [My husband] being a Battalion Commander- 

even when he was a Company Commander—I didn’t feel like there was a choice because 

I think that you’re looked down upon on the Army side of it if you don’t take a leadership 

role.”
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During many of the stories she shares throughout the rest of our interview, Maria 

demonstrates discomfort and resentment at the perceived expectation she feels as the wife 

of an Army officer through the flattening of her vocal tone, the knitting of her eyebrows, 

and the downward turn on one side of her mouth. Her feelings are most clearly illustrated 

by her story of her family’s arrival to Fort Wainwright this past summer. She tucks her 

legs under her and leans forward on the table as she begins to describe their arrival. Her 

eyes are cast down throughout the entire telling, and her voice is low and flat, with very 

little inflection. From the beginning of her story, she refers to “this crushing feeling” that 

haunted her during the long drive from their previous home in the Southeast. About their 

arrival to this present post, she describes:

By the time we got to the front gate, I was pretty crushed. I don’t think 

that I’ve ever been to another post that has been so desolate before. The 

sun wasn’t out. It was dreary. It was raining. There had been smoke in the 

air for the last three days, and it was dark . . .  coming on post was not the 

experience I had hoped to have. And within the first three hours, the 

neighborhood knew we were here, which made it even worse, because at 

that point, I realized what a small place we were coming to . . .  we started 

getting all these phone calls wanting us to sign in, and wanting us to do 

this . . .  I felt like I was being crushed to death. Just pulling in here, and 

then all of a sudden, the sequence of events, and everybody starting to call, 

and you know—it was scary. It was just horrifying.
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Later in the interview, Maria makes similar references to feeling “crushed” by the 

pressure of her expected role, particularly when describing her experience when her 

husband was a Company Commander. She says, “As the Company Commander’s wife, 

it’s the pressure of being the spouse—the spouses’ wife, that is the leader.”

Despite her self-described resentment about the expectations she perceives for 

herself, Maria discloses that she feels compelled to fulfill the responsibilities inherent to 

those expectations. She explains that her intentions stem primarily from her staunch 

belief that her actions have a definite impact on her husband’s career as an Army Officer. 

She makes reference to this on several occasions, first explaining her understanding in 

terms of the common “Old Army” metaphor by stating, “It’s something that I feel I need 

to do because of [my husband’s] career. Whether I do it good or bad, you know, I think it 

does affect his career. When I married [my husband], there was still the dresses and white 

gloves at coffees. And you were expected to do certain things.”

Maria also mentions several other sources that contribute to her understanding of 

the responsibilities she feels as a battalion commander’s wife. For example, prior to 

moving to the present location, she tells me that the Army financed her attendance at a 

weeklong course at Fort Leavenworth called the Pre-Command Course, or PCC. Her eyes 

brighten, her voice becomes more expressive, and she sits a little straighter in her chair as 

she explains the purpose of PCC as a “course for spouses and husbands who were getting 

ready to take battalion command.” According to her narrative, her experience at PCC was 

a positive one, where she received lots of information, and “got a really good perspective 

of what you’re getting ready to walk into.” She later mentions preparing for her
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husband’s battalion command by consulting the Army Spouses ’ Handbook, saying “I 

went through that personally and got ideas out of that.”

Maria explains that the greater part of her construction of imposed responsibilities 

however, originates in her interaction with other Army Officers’ wives, and she makes 

several references to this throughout our conversation. Initially, she speaks of Army 

spouses sharing their experiences at PCC, explaining, “You have seminars, and generals’ 

wives and husbands come in and talk to you of their experiences, and some of the things 

that happened to them.” She adds later, “going to the PCC meeting in Leavenworth—it 

was interesting to be able to sit down with a bunch of wives in the same predicament, you 

know, in the same time frame in their lives—throwing ideas out, throwing concerns out, 

throwing challenges out. It was a good time.” More generally, she discusses the idea of 

shared experience with other Officers’ wives by saying:

It’s getting with other military wives and talking . . .  I think military 

spouses go through so much more change and turmoil in their life because 

they’re having to move, and be uprooted constantly, that military families 

go through the same emotions . . .  so, I think it’s funny talking to other 

spouses because you can pretty much map your life out talking to 

somebody of higher rank when they say, ‘ Yea, we had this argument 

before we left this post,’ or ‘We had this argument about going to this 

post.’

Through these references to interaction with other wives, Maria divulges a strong 

sense of personal belief in the idea of senior Army wives with more experience
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“mentoring” younger, less experienced wives. She frequently brings up the idea that she 

needs and wants any expectations of her to be clarified through her interaction with wives 

married to officers with higher rank within her husband’s chain of command. She first 

alludes to this idea of reinforcement from senior wives during a story she shares about a 

negative experience she had with a Battalion Commander and his wife when her husband 

was a Major. Again, her face and voice void of expression, she narrates her story in 

which “junior officers’ wives had a hard time dealing with [the battalion commander’s 

wife], and they became frustrated, because she sat and she did things that were just totally 

not appropriate.” Maria describes calling the Battalion Commander to inform him of the 

problem with his wife, asserting to me that “I thought I was doing the right thing by 

saying, ‘this is what’s going on . . .  and I need some guidance.” She makes eye contact 

briefly and the tone of her voice rises when she adds, “which I never got from either one 

of them!” She breaks eye contact and her voice lowers again as she describes the guilt 

she later felt when she perceived that her husband’s professional evaluation had been 

affected by her actions. She tells me:

I always felt that, because of some of those things that had happened, that 

I had directly affected his career. I really carried a lot of guilt the last two 

years . .. Even that year after we left, I knew in my heart there was no way 

[her husband] was going to get a battalion command. I really did a lot of 

praying and had a lot of guilt that I had a lot to do with the way [he] was 

rated.
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This idea of lack of guidance or mentoring from senior spouses and it’s impact on 

her own actions, and subsequently, her husband’s career, came up again as Maria leads 

the conversation back to her feelings about the current conflict she is feeling toward the 

Brigade Commander’s wife. She refers again to her earlier experience, explaining, “From 

that experience, I realized that I feel to this day that, whoever your boss is, their spouse 

can indirectly or directly have some effect—I mean, no matter how slight it is or how big 

it js—effect on her husband’s decision. . .  and it really aggravates me, because I feel like 

I’m back into the same scenario all over again.” She illustrates her feelings further by 

describing, the tone of her voice questioning, the situation in which, “I’ve been asked to 

be the OSC President here . . .  one of the advisors is his direct boss[‘s wife]. And, you 

know, do I put myself in that position where I may say or do something that does not 

agree with her, and put myself right back into that position that we had just previously 

left?’ Later, she discusses that relationship again in reference to what she would like to 

accomplish in her role as a battalion commander’s wife while at this location. She begins 

explaining with a strong voice and direct eye contact, but her voice weakens at the end, 

and she looks at her hands intertwined on the table instead of directly at me:

There’s a lot of things that I could see that I would like to change here.

But in order to do those, it would directly or non-directly affect [her 

husband’s] boss’s wife. And when you feel like you’re walking on 

eggshells . . .  my job has been made even tougher because I do not have 

anybody that I can go to ... that I can bounce things off o f.. .  that I can 

discuss, get ideas from, take problems to. And if you don’t have that, and
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the guys deploy, what do you do? So I’m stuck! I feel like my hands are 

tied. Because right now, I would not call the Brigade Commander’s wife 

. . .  as an advisor, I don’t feel like she’s been supportive... at all.

While Maria reveals that she is critical of the perceived lack of mentorship from 

the Brigade Commander’s wife, she also describes this as a problem among wives of 

junior officers, particularly in terms of them not having her same compulsion to fulfill 

expected roles. Her eyebrows knit together as she explains,

Some of those wives just don’t want that role—that responsibility. And 

they’re willing to accept, you know, whatever dilemma may come down 

the road with their husbands. I think that the old times have changed, and I 

think that a lot of the new wives coming in don’t have the etiquette, don’t 

have the protocol knowledge. So a lot of these things are being thrown to 

the wayside.. .  I don’t think the mentoring that a lot of wives have is 

there. We have two new spouses that, you know, they just don’t have the 

experience. And when you come in as a company commander’s wife and 

you do not have any prior experience of what military life is about, and 

you don’t really care at this point, you can’t be expected to teach anybody 

else what you don’t know.

Maria relates that the importance she places on mentoring and shared experience 

are grounded in her perception that Army wives, particular those with husband’s in 

positions of leadership, need adequate information to successfully meet the perceived 

expectations despite the constant change and uncertainty of Army life. She illustrates this



in her sharply spoken description of “immature wives [whose] understanding of what 

their husband does is not there.” She adds that she would like to “give them a better 

understanding of what their husband’s job is and what’s required of them, standard- 

wise.” She also makes reference to the importance of adequate information in her 

narrative about arriving at this post. With an almost indistinguishable smile, she refers to 

her desire to get a “heads up,” before she “walked into the pit.” Explaining what she 

means by that, she says:

Before [her husband] walked into the battalion... or before I got, you 

know, seen as his spouse. You know, try to get my paperwork in order, try 

to get what phone rosters there were to get together... try to get what 

information I could get on things that had had occurred previously in the 

battalion, so that I had some idea of what I was walking into before we 

took command.

Here, she further asserts the idea of adequate information as a necessity to the Army 

Officer’s wife by describing information in terms of power. In referring to the 

information she expected to get from the previous battalion commander’s wife, she says, 

“the information that was passed down could have been passed to me prior to me coming 

here, which would have given me a better understanding of the battalion. But she wasn’t 

willing to give up the reigns.” And later, when again discussing the expectation for 

Company Commander’s wives and Battalion Commander’s wives to solve problems, she 

explains that if spouses “feel that they cannot get through by calling the work place . . .  

then they will call the leader’s spouse to voice their opinion—to let them know they’re
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having these problems...  they think that I would have more direct contact with my 

husband, because he was either the company commander or the battalion commander, to 

get that information to him to have him make a decision.” Finally, she criticizes what she 

sees as a lack of knowledge or information among younger wives by relating, “when the 

wife comes into her role—whether it’s a commander’s wife, or, whatever the role may 

be—if she comes in with this attitude saying that she thinks that she has control or she 

has power, or knows what she’s talking about when she’s never been directly involved in 

the military, it creates problems.”

Through her narrative, however, Maria also reveals her understanding that the 

power of the leader’s wife, despite the amount of information she has, is limited, and she 

speaks of being uncomfortable with the perceived perception versus the reality. She 

explains this discrepancy by discussing how difficult it is to be presented with problems 

she can’t solve in her unofficial role, for example, “when the phone call comes to me, and 

I can’t make that decision, nor can I get a hold of my husband.”

She sums up her understanding at the end of our interview when she says:

Lessons learned. When you come in, you take it slow, and you work your 

way up along with your husband, and you take all the experiences that 

you’ve had and you those in a bowl, and you pull out each one with every 

phone call you get, or every confrontation you come across, and you just 

look back upon it and just chalk it up to either a good experience or a bad 

one.
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Gloria’s Narrative

Gloria and I start talking about “being an Officer’s wife” even before we sit down 

at the table and have a chance to turn on the tape recorder. We are laughing together as I 

tease her about the expected outcome of her interview—she’s well known at this 

installation for being an overwhelmingly involved Officer’s spouse. She smiles as she 

describes that she has always had a very positive attitude about being involved, and that 

for her, total involvement has always been her “choice.” As we settle down into our seats, 

I press the record button on the tape player just as she tells me that she doesn’t feel she 

learned much at the Pre-Command Course (PCC)—the Army’s week-long seminar for 

incoming Battalion Commanders and their spouses. She explains that she “already knew 

the information just from being involved throughout her husband’s career.”

When questioned about what “involvement” means to her, Gloria stresses the first 

person pronouns T  and ‘/wy’ as she answers:

I  guess my philosophy is that I  decided to participate in the unit activities, 

whether it was with the soldiers, or with the families, because I  thought it 

was one less thing that [her husband] needed to worry about.. .it was 

something I  enjoyed doing . . .  to help, just like a good neighbor would... 

or extended family.

With punctuating laughter, Gloria recalls her first experience of becoming “involved” by 

sharing the story of her husband’s first duty assignment in Germany:

[Her husband] left the second day I was in country... I was in the 

guesthouse, not knowing anybody, only speaking a little German, and not



having a house... so you kind of learned, and then you shared with 

somebody in the guesthouse . . .  that it was really important to know the 

people in your unit.

And then, very seriously, she adds:

We had a very unique [situation]. . .  we were in Germany. The security 

level was very high. There was all of the terrorism going on. So quickly, 

you learned that you needed to count on other people.. .  we saw the 

advantage of a strong unit reaching out to one another.. .and we were 

fortunate to be with really great people that didn’t make it seem like it was 

unnecessary, or work to do it. It seemed very natural.

Here, Gloria reveals that she never finished college, but asserts her belief that 

even if she had, finding work at Army installations like the one they were stationed at in 

Germany would have been nearly impossible. Her words come more slowly and 

deliberately as she describes not working as another impetus for her involvement and 

volunteerism:

People did volunteer in the community. And I think once you do, you see 

what a difference it makes, and you see all that it takes the Army to 

provide these programs, which there’s not money for anymore . . .  but you 

know the difference that program can make in somebody’s life.. .  if you 

give a little bit of your time. And so you do.

In a strong, loud voice, Gloria asserts adamantly again that her involvement has 

always been her “choice,” saying, “Imade the choice. It wasn’t what I was going to do to
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enhance my husband’s career.” She stresses this idea repeatedly throughout our 

conversation, eventually revealing that she has felt a great deal of resentment from other 

Officer’s wives who, in her view, attribute her high level of involvement to a desire to 

enhance her husband’s career. She explains:

Some people are uncomfortable with the fact that you make the choices 

that you do . . .  I never thought of it as competition until it was laid out for 

me that’s how people feel. . .  that sometimes you make choices to be, I 

don’t know—in the limelight.

Gloria laughs as she narrates a story from her recent history in which her husband was a 

Brigade S-3 (i.e., third-highest ranking officer in a Brigade):

There was a Brigade Commander and an XO’s wife who didn’t want to 

become involved . . .  somebody has to rally the wives together! But there 

was a lot of resistance from some of the other Majors’ wives because [her 

husband] was younger than their husbands, and now I was going to run the 

coffee group.

Her tone and expression become much more serious, however, and she focuses 

her eyes on her hand making sweeping motions across the table top as she relates a more 

recent incident:

Last year, about this time, some of the battalion commander’s wives 

became vocal about my participation in things on post... and felt that I 

was doing it to get my husband an edge up. I guess it really bothered
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m e...  to me, that was a great insult. Because I don’t think my husband 

needs anything from me.

Despite her assertion that her actions have not impacted her husband’s military 

career, Gloria does acknowledge her belief that the Army places some unofficial 

expectations on Officers’ wives. She refers again to PCC, saying:

That is a perception you get at PCC, because you are considered a 

command team. .. they’re paying your way to do something. Obviously, 

they expect for something to be put out. Now, do you get evaluated on it?

I don’t think so unless you have a boss who’s an ass . . .  I think a good 

leader is not going to judge your husband’s leadership on what his wife’s 

participation is.

When asked whether the “unofficial expectation” she perceives from the Army as 

an Officer’s wife has ever caused her any resentment, Gloria substitutes the word 

“encouragement” for expectation, and nods her head as she explains.

I think encouragement sets the tone for a positive place, and for everybody 

to work as a team...  not just us wives, but the whole community.. .it sets 

the tone that we’re going to make this a better place together.. .  without 

that encouragement, I think everybody is just kind of floundering and 

going their own way...  so I don’t see it as pressure to participate or not, 

but maybe, wanting to, on your own, participate, because that tone is set 

that. . .  we can make a difference.



Gloria describes her desire to pass this understanding along to other Army wives. 

She explains that for her personally, the greatest reward for her involvement is “when I 

see somebody else turn and reach that hand out, that maybe wouldn’t have that year 

before, because of that encouragement.” Her voice rises as she quickly acknowledges that 

her idea of “encouragement” might be another wife’s idea of “pressure.” She says, “Even 

though it’s never my intent to make somebody feel [pressured], they might. They might 

take it that. . .  ‘she expects me to do this,’ and that’s not it at all!” Instead, Gloria seems 

to hope that the “encouragement” she gives to other Army wives as “inspiration.” She 

explains, “I guess I look at it more like trying to inspire others, rather than teaching them 

or telling them. I hope to inspire others so that they can reach out to others, or just make 

the places they live a better place. Whether that’s for themselves, or their children, or 

other people.”

Gloria describes “learning” to be an involved and encouraging spouse from her 

husband, as well as other military wives. Of her husband, she says, “his soldiers love him, 

because he reaches out and cares, and makes a difference.” She also describes getting a 

great deal of support from him for her involvement, saying:

I always knew that [her husband] would support whatever dumb decision I 

made. He has never come home and ever said to me, ‘why did you do 

that?’ So having that support, and knowing how he feels about things . . .  I 

never hesitate because I know he’s . . .  not going to turn around and say,

‘that was stupid! Why’d you stick your neck out there?’
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In terms of learning from other wives, Gloria laughs loudly as she recounts, “You 

learn something from everybody! That’s a true belief of mine! Whether it’s good, or 

whether I want to be like them or not!” She describes learning from other wives primarily 

by sharing experience, and emphasizes that “it’s not based on rank. For me, it was people 

that had more experience than I did.” She shares a story of dealing with the death of a 

soldier in her husband’s unit:

I learned so much from the Platoon Sergeant’s wife. It amazed me that she 

had the strength to talk to a lady whose husband had just passed away . . .  I 

said, ‘okay, I don’t even know where to start,’ and she shared her 

experiences on when this had happened to them before, what they had 

done, what worked, what didn’t . . .  and to be with her the whole time . . .  

to have somebody there that you could through it with. I learned a lot just 

on being able to communicate in a time like that.

Gloria emphasizes again that learning from other’s experiences has nothing to do 

with rank. When describing an Army resource agency for which she volunteers a great 

deal of time, she forcefully asserts, “People think it’s an Officer’s wives’ thing. And it’s 

not!” However, she does go on to make a distinction between Officer’s wives and the 

wives of enlisted soldiers, saying, “when you look at it, [Officers’ wives] might be the 

people that have the time, and maybe have the choice not to work.. .  so that’s where your 

volunteer pool is going to come from.” In terms of running the unit Family Readiness 

Groups, Gloria also speaks of the “encouragement” she gives to Officer’s wives to take 

on the leadership role. She says, “I’ve been pretty honest with people. I mean, it’s just
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easier! I think it’s easier on that person running the FRG... not everybody’s comfortable 

with their husband having an open line of communication with another spouse.”

Gloria again brings up the idea of rank distinction in describing how disturbed she 

is by Officers’ wives who “wear their husband’s rank.” With her head cocked to one side 

and her nose wrinkled slightly, she tells me a story about the day her husband assumed 

Battalion Command: “There was a spouse that went through the receiving line and said, 

‘now you’re one of us.’ And I said, ‘and what’s that?’ She said, ‘well, now you’re a 

commander’s wife, just like us.’” Gloria rolls her eyes and with sarcasm in her voice 

adds, “aren’t I lucky? Now they think I get to be just like them because I get to go where 

they’ve been.”

Patty’s Narrative

Of all of the co-researchers participating in this study, Patty is the only one who 

claims that “Army Officer’s wife” has almost nothing to do with her identity. Initially, 

when asked to describe herself, she downplays her role as wife, not to mention “Army” 

wife. She answers that she’s “thirty-four. I’m a nurse. Been a nurse for almost 12 years. I 

worked a year while I was in college.. .  have two kids. Been married since ’9 1 ... don’t 

even know how long that is anymore.”

Additionally, when describing her activities and interests, she does not mention 

involvement in the Army community as part of her lived experience. When I directly 

question her about the affect of her role of “Officer’s wife” on her life, she jerks her head 

back slightly and looks at me with wide eyes and an open mouth before replying, “I don’t 

necessarily know that it does.” Later in our conversation, she directly dismisses the label,
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sitting more upright in her chair and saying loudly, “I don’t think I am an officer’s wife. I 

don’t really know, necessarily, what that is. I think I’m just a person, and if I like 

someone, I like someone.”

Patty’s narrative indicates that this seeming disassociation of her identity, in fact, 

her whole family’s identity, from the Army derives from a tragic and potentially career- 

ending incident in her husband’s recent history. With eyes downcast and her fingers 

tracing circles on the table, the story is punctuated with long pauses:

Towards the end of [my husband’s] company command, he was involved 

in a devastating training accident, and his life almost ended—his military 

career. He was physically fine, but [I got] a phone call at 3 o’clock in the 

morning where my husband’s in tears saying, ‘I killed someone.’. . .  I 

watched my husband suffer every single day, getting up wondering what 

was going to happen, and wondering who you could talk to ... that was 

one time where I kind of felt alienated. Something had happened, and now 

they were going to let him hang out in the wind.

Without prompting, Patty refers to the incident several times during the interview, 

revealing how the experience continues to impact her family. Now looking directly at me, 

she explains:

A huge thing that came out of that whole accident was stopping and 

saying, ‘You know what? The Army could say ‘you’re done!’ But family 

will always be there,’ and that has played a huge part in our lives ever 

since... We carry that with us every single day. And, the guy who used to
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come home at 9 o’clock at night says, ‘The hell with it! I’ll do it tomorrow 

morning.’

From that experience, Patty explains that she has developed a much more 

individualistic focus—a focus that centers more on her own family, her own goals and 

achievements, and her own personal experience completely separate from her life as the 

wife of an Army officer. For example, unlike many of the other co-researchers who 

participated in this study, Patty discusses her voluntary involvement in the lives of Army 

families from a purely self-determined perspective. She describes this by saying she’s 

“not a good housekeeper.. .not a good cook.. .cannot sit at home... [she] likes to be out 

with people.. .likes to keep [her] hands in something, and volunteering is one way [she] 

found [she] could to that.” While she admits that at points in her husband’s career, 

particularly during her husband’s company command, she felt pressure to be more 

involved, she claims to bear no feelings of resentment, asserting instead that, “I was kind 

of excited. I like being part of the FRG. Not to solve people’s problems, but as more of a 

social thing, you know. We all take care of each other. We go out.” Finally, Patty laughs 

and flips her hair back from her eyes when she reveals that ultimately, her involvement is 

self-centered because:

I’m nosy. I like to know what the hell is going on! I like knowing the 

gossip. Sometimes I feel left out because I don’t. It’s not that [my 

husband] doesn’t tell me what’s going on, but my husband sometimes is 

oblivious! . . .  I’m insecure in many ways. And I feel like, if I’m in the 

middle of it, I’m not going to miss anything.
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Similarly, when discussing the idea that her involvement in unit activities 

may impact her husband’s career, Patty never mentions his official evaluation, or 

even the big-picture idea of concern for his long-term future in the military, as 

was common in many of the other interviews. Instead, she explains her 

involvement with other families as a way to “get a sense from the wives what’s 

going on. And then, letting [my husband] know... He doesn’t necessarily hear 

that stuff. And if he knew about it, he probably would help out.”

However, despite her self-described concentration on her own and her family’s 

autonomy, Patty speaks frequently about her understanding of the importance of shared 

experience, particularly among Army wives. She refers to the metaphor of family, and 

explains of her involvement that she “likes being involved with the people.. .they’re my 

peers. That’s my family group. They know what it’s like when your husband’s gone for 

three weeks out of the month. He comes home for a week and back. They know what it’s 

like.” When again referring to the accident in which her husband was involved, she talks 

of finding solace, not in her friends, or in other Captain’s wives with whom she usually 

swapped stories of military life, but with the wife of a soldier who was also directly 

involved. She explains in a soft, low voice, “It was nothing that was discussed. In fact, I 

talked to the specialist’s wife who was with [my husband] when this happened more than 

I talked to any of the company commanders’ wives about it. Because, she knew exactly 

how I was feeling.”

Patty brings up the notion of common experience in reference to nearly all of the 

topics we discuss during the interview. She first introduces the idea of common

81



experience among Army wives when describing how she deals with the often- 

problematic distinction between officers and enlisted personnel in the Army. She 

describes hiding the fact that her husband is an officer when dealing with military 

families in the school where she works, saying, “I usually just say, ‘we’re in that unit too. 

My husband’s in Headquarters section,’ because I think it makes them feel a little more 

comfortable, just to know that I’m an Army spouse. Not an officer’s wife.” When 

narrating a story about making calls in her role as volunteer for the Family Readiness 

Group, Patty speaks of omitting her last name so that no association can be made to her 

husband, and therefore his rank. She explains, “I don’t call and say, ‘Hi, I’m Major so- 

and-so’s wife.’ I’ve never done that, and I hope that I never will. I just want to be part of 

the group, because my husband’s doing a job just like everyone else’s husband.” Finally, 

in recounting her story about the often-touchy situation of being a company commander’s 

wife and sharing the responsibility of the Family Readiness Group with an enlisted wife, 

Patty recalls, “Martha worked. She had three kids. I was like, ‘Martha, I work! I have two 

kids—hey! Maybe we can help each other out!’ And we did it together. That’s the way it 

was.”

While her narrative seems to place a great deal of emphasis on the idea of shared 

experience among Army wives, Patty does, several times, admit to her perspective that 

real differences in experience do exist, so some tension is inevitable. She explains, 

“Everyone in the world was not meant to like each other, and that’s okay. But we have to 

be able to respect people’s differences, and know that not everyone was raised with the
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same ideas, or how to balance a checkbook, or the desire to want to go to college, or 

things like that. But, we can all help each other out.”

Here, Patty shares a story in which she strongly criticized other officer’s wives who, 

in her experience, covet their “officer status” distinction. With the tone of her voice 

rising, she says:

That’s part of the problem. Officers’ wives do it to themselves, because 

they don’t want to associate. You know, they think some how that they’re 

better. They wear their husband’s rank. It’s not something they’ve earned.

It’s something their husband’s earned. But they wear the rank, and they 

think because they’re that rank that, you know, they fall into a special 

category, and you know, they’re only supposed to associate with people in 

their rank.

However, she later discloses that the idea of respecting difference is often hard for 

her, especially when she faces animosity from other wives about what they perceive as 

her “advantage” as an officer’s wife. Her voice quickens and she hunches forward in her 

seat as she explains:

I find it really difficult when I meet people that just haven’t had some 

experiences.. .  Sometime, I want to say, ‘Look, my husband worked very 

hard. Your husband had the same exact opportunities as my husband. My 

husband chose a different path. It’s a choice thing. So don’t look at me 

that way.’ And sometimes I feel the same way about the wives, you know,

‘you have made a choice to stay home and not work, or you’ve made a
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choice not to get a degree.’ Um, because I worked very hard at college. I 

worked very hard to get into college, and to stay in college. We all make 

choices. And some people choose a different path, but then they try and 

make other people feel bad for that. Because they, you know, ‘oh, well—I 

couldn’t work, or I couldn’t—‘ Well, you know, we all figure out a way to 

do things if we want to.

This notion of “choice” that Patty speaks about carries over into our discussion of 

the unofficial obligation to assume family support-type responsibilities often perceived 

by Officer’s wives. Patty adamantly agrees that she believes the expectation exists, 

explaining, “I definitely think that because you’re an officer’s spouse—y ea! . . .  In the 

beginning, I didn’t feel like I had a choice not to be the Family Support Group Leader. It 

was part of the package deal, and there were many times I had to remind [my husband], 

‘Look, this ultimately is your responsibility, and not mine.’” She agrees with many of the 

other co-researchers in asserting that the understanding of that expectation primarily 

originates from other Officers’ wives. She says, “I felt like that was the responsibility just 

from following in the footsteps of the other wives. Like, knowing that the last Company 

Commander’s wife—that’s what she did.. .  you just looked at the person who was ahead 

of you, or, who your battalion commander’s wife was as an example of how to do 

things.”

Patty also reveals, however, that she thinks the current expectation for younger 

officers’ wives is not as compelling, and professes to understand, explaining,
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They have other roles. They have roles as mothers and wives, and they’re 

working, and . . .  parents are really getting involved in their kids’ school.

They’re making choices to not be involved. Sometimes, I think it’s 

because of personality, or they have a misconception about what things are 

supposed to be like. But sometimes, I think it’s just plain because they’re 

too busy. You know, they have their own things going on!

And while she claims to agree with the idea of “giv[ing] people the option of how 

involved they want to be,” she also reveals some anger and resentment when she 

compares that to her own experience. Her voice is loud and her tone quick when she says: 

I had two small kids when my husband was company commander. I carted 

my kids to meetings, and I was working at the time. I was working a full

time job. And so, sometimes I’m angry at these wives that choose not to 

do it. Because I think, ‘Shit, I did it!’ And I shouldn’t feel that way, 

because they have the choice to make.

Finally, while Patty does frequently speak about the idea of “choice” throughout 

the interview, she explains that she agrees with the idea that more senior officers’ wives 

should encourage and perhaps even direct other Army wives to participate in social and 

volunteer Army activities. Patty describes her current situation in which she is not very 

involved in the spouse activities associated with her husband’s unit. She tells me that she 

regrets her isolation, and expresses her wish that the leader’s wife would make an effort 

to more directly involve her. She says, “I kind of feel lost as to what my role is, or where 

I have a role here.” She adds, “I have experience doing this, but I don’t feel like I’m
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utilized.” Patty also talks about personally encouraging younger wives, saying “because 

I’ve see what a benefit it can be, and I’ve had some really positive experiences, and I 

would want younger wives to feel that positive experience.” She says:

There are a lot of wives who sit at home because they don’t have a vehicle 

to get out. Or they feel like they don’t have anything to offer, because they 

didn’t go to college. Some of it’s because they have . . .  young kids, and 

they can’t afford childcare to go do things. And maybe volunteering in the 

FRG is a way for them to do stuff. I would say give it a try. And I would 

say, everywhere you go, give it a try! Because not every place is the same.

And I’ve learned that from coming here. Not every FRG, or not every post 

atmosphere for their FRG is the same. And so, you rule all FRGs as being,

‘Eeech! They’re just terrible!’ People are—it’s just wrong!

Patty leans way back in her chair while summing up her attempt to avoid 

dichotomous thinking in terms of many aspects of her experience as an Army Officer’s 

wife. She says:

I think you make your own way. But you can look at what people have 

done, and their experiences, and how they’ve handled situations. And you 

can say, ‘Hey—I’m going to try and do it that way!’ Or you can look at 

people who have done a terrible job, and you can say, ‘I am never going to 

treat people that way!’ But I think you make your own way. Everyone’s 

different, and they handle situations differently.

86



Andrea’s Narrative

Andrea is a young Army wife who is a self-described “Energizer Bunny.” She 

recounts a simple, sheltered upbringing that has contributed to her current enthusiasm for 

a wide range of interests, “from hunting and fishing and doing things outdoors to playing 

in the symphony.” She explains that she “loves being involved... loves being busy,” as a 

preface to talking about her active involvement in the Army community. Andrea reveals 

that she volunteers in her husband’s company Family Readiness Group, is a board 

member for the Officers’ Spouses’ Club, and volunteers at the Red Cross. She explains 

seeking out these opportunities for “involvement,” because she is a stay-at-home mom, 

and “felt that I needed to do something because I wasn’t working.” She also speaks at 

length about becoming involved in the military community as a means to find out more 

about Army life. She says, “I wanted to find out what was out there.. .  because I know 

that [her husband] wants to do this for a career.. .  I didn’t want to be one of these wives 

that did her own thing off post, was never involved, and then all of sudden, some 

responsibility is put on me, and I don’t know what’s going on.”

Despite the fact that they are experiencing their first duty assignment, Andrea 

does profess some experience with Army life. She explains that her husband was enlisted 

in the Army Reserves before completing a college ROTC program and entering the active 

duty force, so she “learned a lot then... I asked him a lot of questions, and learned a lot 

of acronyms . . .  we talk a lot... everything is very open and out there. So, I think I was a 

little bit more prepared than some of the other wives.” However, she also attributes a 

great deal of her “learning” to getting to know other Army wives since arriving at this
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assignment. Her speaking rate increases and her voice gets fast and excited as she 

describes getting to know her husband’s battalion commander’s wife, saying:

She is one of the big reasons why I’m so involved. Because she is so 

knowledgeable about what’s going on! And she gives you all this 

information. And I’m, like, wow! I want to be like her when I’m a 

battalion commander’s wife!

Andrea speaks often during our conversation of her perception of how important it is, as 

an officer’s wife, to always have adequate information. She describes attending Army 

Family Team Building (AFTB) classes and coming “away with a huge stack of papers. 

Some of it’s outdated now, but at least I know where I can find the information.” She also 

describes gathering and keeping “a file” of information, which she consults when helping 

others. She pushes her glasses up on her nose and smiles as she says, “I don’t want to be 

the know-it-all, but I want to be able to have the information that they need, when they 

need it.”

From her explanation of involvement as a means of having adequate information, 

Andrea launches into a narrative about her frustration with her current company FRG 

[Family Readiness Group] leader, who happens to be the Company Commander’s wife.

In a high-pitched, fast-paced voice, Andrea says of her, “She doesn’t understand what an 

FRG is .. .  she’s never been involved before, and this is the first time they’ve lived on 

post. . .  she feels now that her husband has a command, that she wants to get involved 

and she wants to learn new things... she has the desire to do it, but no clue as to how to 

do it!”
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Andrea reveals to me that she believes that the Company Commander has been 

trying to pass the responsibility of the FRG leadership over to her, and away from his 

wife. When asked how that makes her feel, she questions back, “with being just a 

Lieutenant’s wife, do I need to have this much responsibility? Do I need to take all of this 

and do all of this stuff?” But then she rushes to confirm that she’s capable, narrating a 

story about a time her husband acted as Company Commander in the actual 

Commander’s absence:

We were dealing with a lot of stuff.. .  we had a death. . .  I think a couple 

soldiers got DUIs. . .  there were a couple of domestic violence things.. .  it 

was like everything—BAM, at once! . . .  I’m trying to deal with this, as a 

brand new wife, going, ‘okay, I know what I’m supposed to do.’ But, oh 

my gosh!

Her voice is high-pitched and hysterical as she finishes, but then she relaxes back into her 

chair and tells me with confidence in her voice:

I guess my reaction was [to] take the bull by the horns and say, what do 

we need to do? I didn’t feel that I had to second guess myself at all. I felt 

that I was prepared, and I had the resources available to me...  I just went 

with the flow, and things worked out.

So, while Andrea describes questioning whether she wants the responsibility of leading a 

company FRG now, she speaks of actually looking forward to the experience when her 

husband becomes a commander. She says,
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When it comes to his command, I’ll be prepared for that. . .  I’ve been 

around other commanders’ wives, and know kind of what they do . . .  how 

much time they have taken ou t. . .  how much time away from their 

husbands they have to spend . . .  how independent that they have to be 

during that time.. .  I’m a really independent person anyway...  I see it as a 

neat opportunity because I get to be like the mother of the FRG. I have 

something to do too. I have a role there. I’m not just sitting back with him 

going to work every day from seven to ten and I don’t know what’s going 

on ...  by me having the position there, as the commander’s wife, I think 

that helps. Because you know what’s going on.

In addition to describing that she looks forward to taking on the responsibility of 

leadership of her husband’s company FRG to “know what’s going on,” Andrea 

acknowledges that she thinks her involvement will “help him along with his career.” She 

smiles when she discloses that she and her husband agree that she does “more politicking 

for him than he does.” She explains,

We’re in this together. It’s not just his career. I know I can help him out by 

being involved . . .  and being positive about the FRG, OSC [Officers’

Spouses’ Club], about the Red Cross . . .  about everything that I do, and 

whoever I come in contact with.

Andrea also tells me that she thinks a wife’s actions can be a “detriment” to her 

husband’s career. She says, almost in a whisper, “we know people that have gotten 

kicked out because of their wife’s action.” When asked to explain, she says, “their wives
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just being burdens on commanders, or the NCOs. Just going out and doing what they 

want... not really regarding military etiquette.”

Intertwined in our conversation about her perception of how her actions and 

involvement reflect on her husband’s military career, Andrea describes that she’s very 

focused on her husband’s long-term career as an Army Officer. She claims a keen 

awareness of her husband’s “goals of where he wants to be in the military,” and with 

eyebrows raised and a matter-of-fact tone, adds, “I’m there to support him ...  If it’s 

something he has to do for his career, I’m going to be there and be as supportive as I can 

for the situation... granted, it is his career, but it affects his family too.”

A concern that Andrea brings up several times during our conversation is her 

perception that Officers’ wives, with husbands of higher rank, look down on junior 

officers’ wives. She tells me several stories of problems she’s had, particularly with the 

wives of Captains in her unit. For example, her voice is edged with anger as she recounts 

a situation with a friend where she felt that

as soon as he pinned on Captain, it’s like everything changed...  they 

couldn’t be friends with us anymore.. .  you want to be friends, but it’s like 

they’re putting up this wall there, that they don’t want to. And sometimes I 

want to ask ‘what have I done to you to make you feel that way?’ Because 

to m e.. .  it shouldn’t be a rank issue. You shouldn’t carry your husband’s 

rank. And they do.

Andrea again describes looking to her battalion commander’s wife for guidance 

on how to deal with the rank-consciousness, which she views as a problematic aspect of
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being an Army Officer’s wife. She says, “she’s there telling everybody about how rank 

doesn’t matter. Just to hear her say that was . . .  cooil That is such a neat attitude to 

have.” Andrea admits to trying to adopt the attitude of this senior officer’s wife, in terms 

of involvement, responsibility, and equality. She says,

I just feel that great responsibility . . .  I feel that I’m one that needs to 

show the young spouses—the privates’ wives, the specialists’ wives—that, 

yah! They can be involved too! That they matter. That they mean 

something. And that they can come up to me and talk to m e.. .  I’m not the 

‘L-T’s’ [lieutenant’s] wife. I’m just Andrea.

Narrative Summary

From the conversations with the eight co-researchers, these excerpts were 

presented in order to best represent the ways in which these women construct their 

identity as Army officer’s wives in the context of the socially created culture of the U.S. 

Army.

Through the shared stories of these eight Army officers’ wives, a dialogue space 

is opened for with women engaged in the process of interpreting themselves, for me as 

the research instrument, and for the reader as participant in the project to formulate our 

own interpretations.

We [then] work with what is said and what is not said, within the context 

of which life is lived and context of the interview in which words are 

spoken to represent that life. We then must decode, recognize, 

recontextualize, or abstract that life in the interest of reaching a new
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interpretation of the raw data of experience before us. (Josselson, 1993, p. 

ix).
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CHAPTER 5 

Narrative Analysis

Most fundamentally, analysis is about the representation or restructuring of social 

phenomena (Atkinson & Coffee, 1996, p 108). I did not simply “collect” narratives from 

eight Army officers’ wives; I co-constructed them in our research conversations. In this 

final chapter, I do not merely report what I found, I re-present accounts of the social 

realities of contemporary Army officers’ wives through a methodical recontextualization 

of what was said (Kvale, 1996, p. 201). I reconstruct the original story told to me by my 

eight co-researchers into a story I want to tell my audience (Kvale, p. 185) in the interest 

of reaching a new interpretation of the life experience of Army officers’ wives (Josselson

& Lieblich, 1995, p. ix).

As the lived experience of being an Army officer’s wife is also my experience, I 

allow my own voice to be heard alongside the voices of the co-researchers in the re

presentation and interpretation. The meanings found in the interview text and re

presented in analysis are codetermined by my own experiences, with potential biases, 

judgments, and assumptions systematically laid out for the reader. Therefore, my 

experiential understanding is an important aspect of the analysis in that it enters into what 

Kvale (1996) refers to as “the questions posed to an [interview] text, with different 

questions leading to different meanings,” asserting a “legitimate plurality of 

interpretations” (p. 211).

This final analysis of the research attempts to accurately “make sense” of the 

stories that eight Army officers’ wives use to “account for their own and others motives,



reasons, expectations and memories. The report also recognizes how these stories have 

functioned (or failed to function) to order the events under consideration into a coherent 

and unified experience” (Polkinghorne, 1988, p 170). The analysis is directed to the 

content of the various themes that emerged from the co-constructed and reconstructed 

understandings of the shared narratives of my co-researchers. Constructionist analysis 

makes no claims of “truth” as criteria for adequacy of various assertions (Gergen, 1994, 

p. 78-79). Instead, I invite the reader to collaborate with the co-researchers and with me 

in the interpretation of the significant possibilities and practices coherent with the 

emergent themes.

Emergent Narrative Themes

Noblesse Oblige

As outlined in both the Introduction and Methods sections of this study, the 

sensitizing concept for this work originates in my perception of a strong obligation to 

“take care of others” because of my status as “officer’s wife.” Regardless of my high 

level of personal commitment to my own career, family, and education, I perceive that, in 

the eyes of the “military establishment, ” my personal priorities are to be secondary to the 

obligation I should feel to perform my “duties” as the wife of an Army officer. Whether it 

be attending official military functions, planning social activities for Army families, or 

helping to resolve someone else’s crisis, I have never perceived that I have had choice in 

the matter. I do these things because they are expected of me. That’s what Army wives do.

My research narratives confirm that I am not alone in this way of thinking. A 

sense of obligation to perform acts of good will is an experiential reality for other
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officers’ wives, as evidenced by the extensive discussion of those obligations in the 

research conversations with all eight co-researchers. The wife of a high-ranking officer, 

for instance, describes a strong sense of obligation to care for others, because you re an 

officer’s spouse, yea.. .  I didn’t feel like I had a choice... it was part of the package 

deal.” A Captain’s wife speaks of her perceived obligation to her role as the Family 

Readiness Group Leader for her husband’s company, explaining that she’s “the chief 

contact person and help when . . .  husbands are gone. And they call [me] for any reason 

. . .  over 100 women that I’m expected to sort of keep track of.” Even a new Lieutenant’s 

wife referred to her perception of a “great responsibility to . . .  show the young spouses 

. . .  that they matter... that they mean something . . .  that they can count on me.”

Army officers’ wives have been historically socialized within the culture of the 

U.S. Army, to provide a supporting role both to their officer husbands and to the 

institution itself. A defining aspect of that expectation is their association with their 

husbands’ rank and relative social status. With the dramatic increase in the Army’s 

efforts over the last thirty years to demonstrate a commitment to care for families, and the 

parallel dramatic decrease in funding to support those efforts, the expectation for officers’ 

wives to assume the responsibility for “taking care of the Army family,” continues to 

increase (Harrell, 2001, p. 2). This increased expectation for officers wives to fulfill a 

traditional role of helping others less fortunate, based on the social status of their 

husband, is an overarching theme in this research. The label I have used to describe this 

theme, “Noblesse Oblige, ” is defined by The American Heritage Dictionary (Berube et 

al., 1985), as “benevolent and honorable behavior considered to be the responsibility of
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persons of high birth or rank” (p. 844). Noblesse Oblige will be seen here to incorporate 

other themes of this shared, lived experience.

The first sub-theme incorporated into the overarching theme of Noblesse Oblige 

centers around the experiential understanding by officers wives that there exists a 

perception of elevated social status for them within the structure of the Army based on 

husbands’ rank, position, and their access to information.

Husbands ’ Rank and Position as Social Status.

My research conversations with the eight officers’ wives substantiate the idea that 

the lived experience of “rank” for Army families extends beyond the definition of the 

official term as military structure. Evidence from the capta indicates that an 

understanding of rank among Army wives supersedes the structure of the military system 

and instead takes on the ordinary language meaning of rank as position status or social 

status. In other words, the symbolic rank structure in the military is concurrent to class 

structure in the civilian world (Brancaforte, 2000), supporting the perception that 

officers’ wives, through their association with their husbands’ rank, are members of a 

higher social class. Many of the co-researchers made reference to the perception that, 

despite the relatively low pay of Army Officers, compared to their civilian counterparts, 

officers and their wives are still perceived, particularly by enlisted soldiers and their 

families, to live a “privileged life,” or to be members of a social elite.

This association of officers and their families as “upper class,” apparently, is an 

experiential reality and a source of contention for officers’ wives. One co-researcher 

sarcastically explains, “[Enlisted families] perceive us to have a lot of money.. .  to have a
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lot of clout.” Another expresses a similar perception, saying, “the younger [enlisted] 

wives view us as, you know, we have this, and we have cars, and we have so much more 

money than they do.” A Major’s wife vehemently denies getting “perks” as an officer’s 

wife, saying,

This is the first time where we actually got housing that was.. .Wow!

[Generally], we haven’t gotten that! Money wise—if he was working in an 

outside field, he’d be making more money.. .if you figured out the 

number of hours he works in a day, and divided it by an hourly wage, he 

doesn’t make that much!

Yet another laughs sarcastically about the metaphors she has heard used to describe the 

housing provided to field grade officers (i.e., Majors and above) at her current duty 

station, including, “the Taj Mahal,” “Hollywood Hills,” and “Snob Hill.

Similar to their civilian counterparts, the stratification of officers’ wives in terms 

of class differentiation based on husbands’ rank causes discomfort, in that most people 

would deny being part of a class society (Harrell, 2000, p 162). Particularly as social 

status implies money and the accumulation of material possessions, officers’ wives are 

reluctant to acknowledge their “upper class” status within either the military or civilian 

community.

Contrary to the unwillingness of officers’ wives to identify with a “privileged 

class” in terms of wealth, many of the co-researchers do make reference to the distinction 

of a “proper” or “appropriate” image for Army Officers’ wives that seems to correspond 

to the image of a high-society “lady.” Several co-researchers make reference to
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“etiquette,” particularly as it correlates to an implication of “standards to be observed by 

one who makes claim to good breeding” (Berube et al„ 1985, p. 467). For example, one

co-researcher smiles when she tells me she,

got a service etiquette book as a wedding gift... where they talk about the 

right way to write invitations, and all that. . .  and then I got a Leticia 

Baldwin’s etiquette book from a family friend. .. Joining the military— 

that was their perception of what it was going to be like for me.

While most of the co-researchers indicate through their narratives that they 

disagree with the implication that officers’ wives have elevated social status on the basis 

of wealth, they do appear to subscribe to the shared understanding that there exists among 

officers’ wives a code of standards of behavior and appearance befitting “polite society.” 

One co-researcher speaks of “an underlying expectation that as a[n officer’s] wife, there 

are some things that you should do and you shouldn’t.” Another claims, “you have to 

kind of hold yourself to . .. maybe not a higher standard, but a different standard than . . .  

the average person that works in some corporation.” Also revealing is the narrative of one 

woman in which she provides an illustration of an officer’s wife in opposition to the 

perception of a prescribed “proper” image, in which “proper” refers to being presentable, 

competent, and supportive of the Army (Harrell, 2000, p. 179). In her story, the co- 

researcher reveals her discomfort in dealing with a battalion commander s wife who 

didn’t fit into her idea of what a commander’s wife should “look and act like.” She 

discloses:
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I had a problem with the [commander’s] wife. She was Panamanian. She 

spoke very little English. The junior officers’ wives had a hard time 

dealing with her.. .  they became frustrated, because she said and she did 

things that were just totally not appropriate... she had functions at her 

house where she only invited a certain few wives that she got along with 

. . .  she said things that were derogatory .. .she told wives off.

While the significance of this narrative for my research is that this particular 

commander’s wife acted in a manner contrary to the understanding of “appropriate 

behavior for an officer’s wife, a certain ethnicity as expectation for the “proper” portrayal 

of officer’s wife should not be ignored. Issues of race and ethnicity were not a focus of 

this study, and therefore, as researcher, I cannot assert an understanding of that 

relationship. However, aspects of race and ethnicity within the cultural context of the 

lives of Army officers’ wives present an interesting concept for continuing this research 

project.

Evidence from the capta also supports the assertion that the perception of “upper 

class” status for an officer and his wife is influenced as much by an officer’s position, or 

particular job, as by rank. Apparently, command assignments—Company Command at 

the level of Captain, and Battalion Command at the level of Lieutenant Colonel—imply 

an even greater assumption of elevated social class. A Captain’s wife whose husband is 

currently a company commander supports this perception of status relative to position 

when she says, “especially when you’re a company commander’s wife, you’re much 

more high profile. I think people really watch what you do and say, and what things you
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attend and don’t attend.” The wife of a Battalion Commander, when sharing the story of 

her arrival to their current duty station, explains her nervousness at, “having to take the 

battalion commander’s [wife] role immediately, because when you came on post, you 

knew from people telling you, that everyone [will] know who you are as soon as you 

come on post.” To the extent that command opportunities are perceived as the most 

critical assignments in the development and promotion of officers (Harrell, 2001, p. 660), 

these positions imply enhanced social standing above and beyond the military rank 

structure.

The thematic matter I label “Husband’s Rank and Position as Social Status” 

originates in the historical construction of Army officers, and therefore their wives, as 

belonging to the upper class, or high society. Harrell (2001, p. 61) points out that, 

historically, Army officers and their wives generally came from society’s upper class, and 

received better pay, as well as accommodations and rations, more befitting genteel 

society. Even in the contemporary voluntary military a significant pay gap exists between 

officer pay and the pay of enlisted soldiers and non-commissioned officers. However, as 

evidenced by my research conversations with Army officers’ wives, an understanding of 

their place in the upper echelon of society does not originate from their husbands’ salary 

or benefits. Instead, officers’ wives appear to distinguish themselves from the “ranks” of 

other families in regard to their appearance and behavior, which plays back into the larger 

theme labeled “Noblesse Oblige.” In their lived experience, Army officers’ wives view 

themselves as distinct from other wives, whether military or civilian, based on cultural 

expectations of appearance and behavior. This distinction is perhaps best illustrated by
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the story of a new Battalion Commander’s wife, who describes her concern over the first 

impression she made when arriving at her new duty station. She shares:

One battalion commander’s wife told me [she] walked into the 

commissary with the dirtiest clothes on, and the [cashier] checked [her] ID 

and [said], ‘I know you! You’re going to be our battalion commander’s 

wife!’. . .the first impression is so important. Her’s was horrible!... all she 

imagined the two years she had been here was that she pictured them 

seeing her as she was at the commissary that day, with her skanky clothes 

on.

Army officers’ wives, in a manner similar to general society, are uncomfortable 

admitting to their elevated social status, achieved through association with their husband 

and his corresponding rank and/or position. However, the perception exists among 

officers’ wives that in terms of appearance and behavior, they should assume a prescribed 

“appropriate” role befitting members of a higher social class.

In the Know

Similar to the idea of rank and position as indicator of social status, capta from the 

eight co-researchers indicates that access to information also seems to result in social 

stratification of Army officers’ wives.

I have certainly always understood “information” to be my life preserver during 

times that I have found myself drowning in the uncertain sea of Army life. Attending 

official briefings, gathering stacks of information flyers, and always keeping a list of 

resource agencies and their corresponding phone numbers close at hand are just some of
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the ways I have kept myself “informed.” Beyond the idea of information serving my 

personal need to maneuver through the complexities of Army life, however, I admit to 

my perception that information has given me power, and has contributed to my success in 

my perceived role of benefactor for the Army. Particularly during the period of time in 

which my husband was a company commander, having information meant that I could 

help people. If I had the right information, I had the answers to everyone’s questions. 

People needed me, and I provided for their need—by sharing information.

All of the co-researchers in this study describe a similar experience of “needing 

the right information,” to make sense of Army life. Many also describe “information” as 

the means by which they fulfill the Army’s perceived social obligations. For example, 

when referring to helping families in her Family Readiness Group, one co-researcher 

says, “I don’t want to be the know-it-all, but I do want to be able to have the information 

that they need when they need it.” The same co-researcher emphasizes her point by 

criticizing another officer’s wife who she perceives does not have adequate information. 

She describes her frustration with the other woman, saying,

[The Company Commander’s wife] doesn’t understand what an FRG 

[Family Readiness Group] is .. .  she’s never been involved before, and this 

is the first time [she and her husband] have lived on post.. .  she feels now 

that her husband has a command, that she wants to get involved and she 

wants to learn new things.. .she has the desire to do it, but no clue as to 

how to do it!
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The implication made by this co-researcher seems to be that without the right 

information, the wife of the Company Commander cannot fulfill her obligation to 

help others, and therefore is not worthy of the respect or the position of leadership 

accompanying the status associated with “Commander’s wife.”

Parallel to the idea of the officers’ wives themselves “needing to know,” many of 

the co-researchers describe their understanding of “information dissemination” as the 

primary responsibility of their obligation to help others. One said of her role as Family 

Readiness Group Leader, “my job is getting information out so people can find the right 

resources.” Another co-researcher who is fairly new to the Army explains her perception 

that some of the higher ranking officers’ wives “have to get out this information.. .this is 

your job to do this. You’re the wife of so-and-so, and you’ve got to do this”

The idea that only officers’ wives have access to “the right information” also 

emerged from the research conversations. Two different co-researchers reinforce this 

understanding using their metaphor of “food chain,” indicating that officers’ wives are at 

the top of the chain because they have the information, and the wives of enlisted soldiers 

without the immediate access to information are at the bottom. One refutes the perception 

that officers’ wives have more information, saying, “it’s not that we do ... we’re the ones 

disseminating it because we hear it from somebody else. But the perception is we know 

more, so [enlisted wives] think ‘I’m at the bottom of the food chain here, and I’m getting 

the last little tidbit.’” The wife of a Battalion Commander describes her similar 

perspective by describing situations in which enlisted wives “call the place of work. . .  

and feel like they’re not getting anywhere. Then they will call the leader’s spouse...

104



They think that I would have more information because of the direct contact with my 

husband, because he [is].. .the battalion commander.” Another co-researcher supports 

this understanding, saying of her role as her husband’s Company Family Readiness 

Group Leader:

I need to be informed. But [my husband] is so tired of work by the time he 

gets home, he doesn’t want to talk about it. So there is that battle. . .the 

previous [Family Readiness Group] leader, who was an enlisted wife 

[said], ‘oh, now that you’re the commander’s wife, you’ll get so much 

more information.’ But that’s not true!

One co-researcher implies that “having information” also gives officers’ wives 

potential power over one another. She relates the story of her husband taking over a 

battalion command, saying, “the information that was passed down [by the previous 

battalion commander’s wife] could have been passed to me prior to coming here, which 

would have given me a better understanding of the battalion. But she wasn’t willing to 

give up the reins.”

This thematic matter, labeled “In the Know,” seems to support the differentiation 

of military wives’ perceived stratification as access to information. In that officers’ wives 

have more immediate access to information significant to military families’ lives, there is 

some substance to the perception. Further, because some officers’ wives choose to view 

and treat information as social collateral, and an enhancement of their self-perception of 

status, “having the right information” can produce more than perceived difference in 

military wives’ experience.
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A second sub-theme encompassed by the idea of Noblesse Oblige focuses on that 

aspect of the term which refers to the perceived expectation of Army officers’ wives to 

perform acts of benevolence, or to provide assistance to those less fortunate. This sub

theme embodies “themettes” that describe the experiential understanding of those role 

expectations, as well as discussion of the resulting actions and behaviors as shaped by 

social influence (Ochberg and Rosenwald, 1992).

Helping and Hurting

Capta from my eight interviews reveals that the shared belief that Officers’ wives 

are expected to fulfill a benevolent role within the community is a source of personal 

struggle in their life experience. Nearly all the co-researchers expressed conflicting 

feelings about fulfilling the expectations of that structural role. One co-researcher shares 

her pride in her leadership role within the Family Readiness Group organization by 

saying, “I like that somebody needs m e.. .1 sort of think as these wives as my troops, and 

I sort of like that responsibility.” She also reveals, however, simultaneously that, “you 

realize you just can’t do it all, or else you just lose yourself, or you’re just doing things 

that you don’t really agree w ith. . .  then you just feel resentful.” Another co-researcher 

says that if officers’ wives didn’t volunteer to help other families, “it would be sad,” but 

then admits to the experience of being “overburdened” by that responsibility, saying, “it’s 

hard for me, because I hate to see people suffer, but yet, I can’t run for everybody else. I 

have to take care of my own family.. .  so I struggle with that.” Even the wife of a senior- 

ranking officer, who is overwhelmingly positive throughout our research conversation 

about officers’ wives who are willing to be involved to “set the tone for a positive place
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.. .that we’re going to make this a better place together,” admits to some hostility toward 

that perceived prescriptive role. She shares a story of when her husband was selected for 

a third company command, and says:

I thought, ‘okay.. .we’ve had four years [where] we’ve given a lot of time 

and effort, and [gotten] phone calls in the middle of the night, and we just 

need a little bit of a break!’. . .Company Command is particularly stressful 

on the family. There are times that Command [seems] more important than 

the family.. .  I actually told [my husband] to make a choice.. .that I might 

not be there at the end of that fifth year.

In listening to the stories of my co-researchers, I identify with the similarity in 

feelings of both pride in and resentment toward our perceived social obligation as Army 

officers’ wives. I think of the tremendous gratification I have personally experienced in 

providing comfort to a young mother at her hospitalized child s bedside. But also, I recall 

the anger that gnawed at me as I missed an important deadline at work in order to attend 

yet another one of my husband’s unit’s “pointless” family support briefings to hear the 

same information for the hundredth time—confirm your phone number; make sure your 

ID card hasn’t expired; update your power of attorney. Blah, blah, blah.

While there is significant evidence that an obligation to volunteer or to help others 

in the military community is a socially expected reality for officers’ wives, there also 

exists an influential feeling of tension surrounding the fulfillment of that social 

responsibility. Thematically, “Helping and Hurting” labels both the internal and logistic 

strife officers’ wives encounter as they try to balance their personal priorities with the
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priorities perceived to be imposed upon them by the expectations of their roles as 

officers’ wives. The social and cultural influences of those expectations also serve to 

shape their subsequent actions and behavior (Ochberg & Rosenwald, 1992).

For myself, for my husband, for my self

It seems that in the lived experience of officer’s wives there exists a tension 

between military expectations and marital expectations. Military wives feel that they 

married their husbands, not the Army. And though the co-researchers seem to share the 

experienced tension of that conflict over military expectations versus marital 

expectations, they describe their resulting reactions and actions differently.

For myself

Several co-researchers describe their decision to fulfill the Army’s perceived 

social obligations and subsequent reaction to that role in terms of self-affirmation. For 

example, several co-researchers invoke their moral values such as religious values, the 

“Golden Rule,” or the idea of the obligation to take care of their military “family,” which 

is a frequently shared metaphor among the co-researchers. One co-researcher refers 

repeatedly to her religious beliefs as the means by which she overcomes resentment of 

her perceived expectations. She says, “this is a character issue.. .  I feel like God’s 

working on me,” and “especially as a Christian, God’s been talking to me lately—you 

know, ‘reach out and help your neighbor.’” Another described her willingness to fulfill 

the perceived expectations as her choice to “help, just like a good neighbor would. Or, 

extended family.” Yet another draws on the metaphor of familial obligations when she
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says, “These people are my family, whether I like it or not... and I’m helping my family 

group.”

For my husband.

Other co-researchers overcome their resentment of military expectations by 

perceiving their role as aiding the advancement of their husbands’ career. They make 

sense of the military expectation by reinforcing their marital identity as “helpmate.”

These co-researchers share stories of making their husband’s job easier by sharing his 

responsibilities, thinking of themselves and their relationship to their husband as “a 

team,” and fulfilling expectations out of a love for their husband. One co-researcher, 

when asked whether she could ever refuse the perceived responsibility, answered 

defiantly, “No! I couldn’t. N o... just because I love him too much. I’ll do what it takes.” 

Later, locking her fingers together as illustration, she says, “I think what it demonstrates 

is a unified body there. I’m supporting him, and if I can’t support him, how can he ever 

expect any of the spouses to ever come be a part of the Family Readiness Group.” 

Another co-researcher justifies her actions by saying, “I decided to participate in the unit 

activities, whether is was with the soldiers, or with the families, because I thought it was 

one less thing that [her husband] needed to worry about,” and “I made the choice to 

participate because I wanted his extra time to be spent on us, as a family [so] he didn’t 

have to be spending all of his time on other families.” A Lieutenant’s wife explained her 

motivation for her extensive volunteer activities on post by emphasizing her “helpmate” 

role, saying, “we’re in this together. It’s not just his career. I know I can help him out by 

being involved. .. and being positive about the FRG [Family Readiness Group], OSC
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[Officers’ Spouses’ Club].. .the Red Cross... about everything that I do, and whoever I 

come in contact with.”

For my self.

While a volunteer military exists apart from society in many ways, it is comprised 

primarily of a generation of citizens whose life experience as civilians has seen 

extraordinary change in the status of women. Expectations both for and of women in 

American society are topical in the popular and the academic presses. The extent of 

American social change is such that a legitimate potential exists for married women to 

have identities beyond and apart from their marital identities. As mundane social 

experience for contemporary women, this greater freedom of identity is a potential source 

of difficulty for military wives, and in particular, for officers’ wives.

For some officers’ wives, the apparent resentment toward their military 

expectations contributes to their complete rejection of those expectations. Referring to 

herself as a “rebel,” one Captain’s wife says of her decision not to assume leadership of 

her husband’s company Family Readiness Group, “the perception is out there that you are 

to be that leader, and that you should to support your husband... a lot of people then feel 

guilted into doing things . .  I’m more the type that I get mad and then I’m just not going 

to! ‘I’m not doing it, and you can’t make me!”’ Another co-researcher who expresses a 

strong sense of resentment toward her perceived obligations speaks of being unable to 

overcome the powerful influence of the Army expectation of the “matriarch” role. She 

says, “Some of the wives just don’t want that role—that responsibility.. .if a wife thinks
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that she can do that and get away with it, more power to her. I wish I was like that. I wish 

I didn’t feel the guilt that comes with the responsibility.”

Stories shared by the co-researchers seem to reveal that the perception of rank 

status among wives is a historical construction originating from a time when “wives were 

just extensions of their husbands.” Nearly all of the researchers labeled this notion as 

“Old Army,” and used metaphors for that perception such as “white gloves and hat,” and 

“everything was coffee and tea.” In the capta, the metaphor of “Old Army” versus “New 

Army” emerged to illustrate the concept of “giving up” or disaffirming one’s self-identity 

in order to subscribe to the traditional roles of the Army, and therefore, fulfill the 

perceived expectations. Laughing at the apparent absurdity of the idea, one co-researcher 

explains the metaphor of the “Old Army” as,

the theory.. .  from the fifties, when most wives were just extensions of 

their husbands, or whatever that kind of mentality was there.. .  the days in 

which if a battalion commander’s wife.. .  put white gloves o n , then you 

put white gloves on. Can you imaging putting white gloves on?

An understanding of the “New Army,” on the other hand, is explained by one co

researcher as being grounded in the adage, “if the Army wanted you to have a wife, they 

would have issued you one.” This woman went on to describe the common struggle to 

find a balance between being “Old Army” or, “this sweet, proper, woman who should be 

involved in my husband’s career” and New Army, “this tough, independent woman 

who’s supposed to just let my husband do his job, and not cry when he goes away, or get 

angry when things don’t go as planned.”
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Several of the co-researchers who describe rejecting the “Old Army” ideology 

strongly assert their own identity through their narratives, claiming that they support their 

husbands through their independence. One co-researcher explains,

in order to be a military spouse, you have to be independent. You have to 

be able to be alone... you have to be able to make new friends quickly...  

you have to get yourself involved in other things.. .you have to be able to 

separate yourself from your husband! That’s a crucial part of being a 

military spouse. You have to have your own thing going on.

Several other co-researchers referred to the idea of “having [their] own thing” as a 

metaphor for maintaining a self-identity separate from their husband. One explained 

“staying true to [herself]” by working, taking classes, and being involved in the 

performing arts, which she emphasized, “is one of my loves that nobody could ever take 

away from m e.. .it’s not me as a wife, or even an Army wife. It’s just me.”

While the co-researchers in this study univocally express their understanding of 

the social conventions that lead to the perception of social responsibilities and obligations 

in their roles as “officers’ wife,” their “conventions of reference” are not univocal, and 

therefore, there is an “inherent ambiguity” in their patterns of action and the way in 

which they are understood (Gergen, 1994, p. 208). I label this thematic matter of action 

and reaction to perceived obligations as “For Myself, For My Husband, and For My Self’ 

in order to illustrate the multiple ways in which I and my co-researchers, as Army 

officer’s wives, co-construct the “right” way to react to the discernment of responsibility 

in regard to our perception of the expectations of our cultural beliefs and values.
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The third sub-theme subsumed by the primary theme of Noblesse Oblige emerges 

in the capta around the perception that an element of the expectation for officers’ wives is 

that they perpetuate the class distinction in the Army, as well as the ideology that 

encourages women to subscribe to the traditional roles historically and socially 

established within that specific cultural context.

Role Preservation

For both officers and soldiers in the Army there exists a necessary consciousness 

of rank to separate officers from those they command and therefore establish a hierarchy 

of authority. No official recognition is demanded, however, among the wives of military 

personnel. Yet, as discussed above and thematically labeled “Husband’s Rank and 

Position as Social Status,” there exists a clear perception of distinction based on 

husband’s rank and position, and considerable levels of tension are experienced to follow 

from this social recognition. Substantial evidence from the capta demonstrates that the 

place of officers’ wives within the rank structure of the Army is another topic of 

significance and tension in the lived experience of my co-researchers.

Despite the fact that Army wives are placed within the rank structure and 

accorded the corresponding responsibilities and privileges (Harrell, 2001, p. 62), the eight 

co-researchers universally criticize the idea of “women who wear their husbands’ rank,” 

as illustrated by this co-researcher’s comment:

some officers’ wives.. .  think somehow they’re better.. .they wear their 

husband’s rank. It’s not something they’ve earned, but they wear that rank,
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and they think because they’re that rank... they fall into a special 

category.

Another co-researcher shares a friend’s story of an officers’ wife who “used her 

husband’s rank” to try to influence the employer of a wife in her Battalion Family 

Readiness Group. She explains,

The battalion commander’s wife goes to my friend, and threatens her 

really, saying, ‘I’m going to go to this general, and you better not tell 

anybody that I came in here or I will get you fired!’ I was really shocked 

to hear that this happened, and very disappointed. Because this is an 

example where she was like, ‘do you know who I am? . . .  I’m the wife of 

this battalion commander,’ . . .  really trying to throw her weight around... 

it was so out of line... and it’s ridiculous!

Another co-researcher appeared incredulous as she shared the story of another 

officer’s wife who refers to herself as “Mrs. Colonel.”

However, despite the disdain officers’ wives profess for those among them who 

“wear their husband’s rank,” most describe at least one occasion where their actions 

originated in the idea of “rank has its privileges.” One co-researcher says of her perceived 

“clout” as an officer’s wife, “in certain situations, that’s a good thing. If I notice a wife... 

having problems getting something done, and I could throw my husband’s name around,

I would.” Another senior spouse, when describing a “team” of senior spouses who are 

initiating changes in the on-post community, shares that, “the bottom line is, people need
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advisors for things. And on a small post.. .  we’re it!.. .somewhere else, you’re a 

nobody.”

A consciousness of rank among officers’ wives is critical in that their identity is 

closely tied to the class identity of their officer husband (Harrell, 2000, p. 185). In order 

to preserve their place in the culture of the Army, officers’ wives must continuously 

interact in the process of constructing and reconstructing meaning in the sustainment of 

the traditions that firmly embed them in that culture (Gergen 1994, p. 271).

Mothering.

The perceived distinction in social status among military wives and the 

corresponding “rank-consciousness” creates a palpable tension between officers’ wives 

and the wives of enlisted soldiers as evidenced by the discussion of my co-researchers. 

With eyes flashing and voice raised, a co-researcher who is fairly new to Army life 

describes her discomfort with the distinction by saying:

You’re the same people—officer and enlisted. Whatever! I got a little 

irritated coming up here because I was reading the [Army Officers’ Guide] 

and it [said], ‘officers can’t associate with enlisted.’. . .what are you 

talking about—can’t associate with enlisted people! And [her husband]’s 

like, ‘well, it’s not that you can Y. You’ve just got to be careful with it.’

Well, why do you have to be careful with it? It’s human beings, for crying 

out loud!

The wife of a Company Commander describes her reluctance to defer the role of Family 

Readiness Group Leader due to the tension she perceives that might be created between
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herself and the enlisted wives in her husband’s company. She explains, “when my 

husband first started command, [the enlisted wives] asked, ‘why is the CO’s [Company 

Commander’s] wife not doing this?’. .. in my perception.. .  they were thinking I thought 

I was too good for that. And it’s not that at all!” She goes on to say of her attendance at 

Family Readiness Group meetings, “I make an appearance so people don’t think that, 

‘well, she’s a snooty officer’s wife. She thinks she’s too good for us.’”

I admit that I too have always been quite defensive about my perception that 

enlisted soldiers’ wives consider me to be a “stuck-up officer’s wife,” and have therefore 

made a concerted effort during the last 13 years to deflect and disprove that perception. 

Many of my co-researchers spoke of their similar efforts. One tells the story of meeting 

an enlisted soldier’s wife from her Company Family Readiness Group at the grocery, and 

talking to her for an hour:

She told me that when she was at [a different duty station], there were 

officers’ wives that wouldn’t speak to you if you were enlisted... I 

couldn’t even get to the mindset of what that would feel like... how 

narrow minded that it is .. and I feel unexpectedly good that now she and I 

are good friends, and she’s come to be a very important part of the 

[Family Readiness Group], partly because I was just myself.

While capta from my research conversations indicates that tension on the basis of 

class stratification is a reality for officers’ wives, co-researcher narratives suggest that the 

experienced distinction between officers’ wives and the wives of enlisted soldiers extends 

beyond the social perception of class status as it relates to husband’s rank. Co-researcher
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stories constitute other officer wife/enlisted wife dichotomies that are less obvious 

indicators of social status.

Specifically, ways in which co-researchers, as officers’ wives, co-constructed 

differences between themselves and the wives of enlisted soldiers in our conversations 

center on differences in age, priorities, education, and experience. One co-researcher 

explains, “[enlisted wives] are still young, and wanting to party, and enjoy life.. . then 

they end up having a bunch of little kids.. .  they’re not really grown up enough to have 

that responsibility.” She slowly and emphatically adds, “and they aren’t informed 

enough... they are totally clueless as to Army life.” Another co-researcher describes 

enlisted wives as, “very young when they get married.. .  they’re moving around, so the 

wife can’t get an education. Normally, the wives don’t work because of that. . .  [they] 

can’t even go to trade school to be where they’re kind of independent.” Yet another co

researcher describes enlisted wives by saying, “emotionally, some of them are so young. 

They’re not ready to be separated. Or they don’t have the skills to know what they need 

to do .. .they just think, if you’re not together, then your marriage isn’t happy.”

There exists reluctance on the part of officers’ wives to acknowledge a distinction 

in social status between themselves and enlisted soldier’s wives based on husbands’ rank. 

However, officers’ wives do emphasize a distinction in terms of other social factors, such 

as age, level of education, and years of experience as a military wife. The social 

construction, in the capta here, of enlisted soldiers’ wives as young, uninformed, and 

lacking experience about how to deal with Army life appears to set up a kinship 

relationship in which officers’ wives need to “take care o f’ enlisted wives, and by
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extension, their families. This apparently conflicted relationship between officers’ wives 

and enlisted wives, labeled “Mothering” provides the foundation for many of the 

contemporary Army’s official and unofficial efforts to accommodate families, and 

therefore positively impact recruitment and retention of their forces. This socialization 

also represents the basis for the perceived construction of officers’ wives as superior to 

those they are called on to assist—the enlisted community (Harrell, 2000, p. 234). 

Mentoring.

My husband and I were dating and engaged while he attended West Point, the 

Army’s service academy. As his prospective wife, I attended many social functions, was 

introduced to many other officers’ wives, and was the somewhat reluctant recipient of my 

first copy of The Army Officer’s Wife Handbook. Before even becoming an Army 

officer’s wife, I began to become socialized, both formally and informally, into the 

culture that would eventually shape my future experiences.

Capta from the research conversations substantiate formal means by which the 

obligation for officers’ wives to do good deeds is socialized. Several co-researchers noted 

the plethora of published manuals and guidebooks available to provide advice to officers’ 

wives. One co-researcher laughs as she recalls:

One of the first things my husband ever bought me was an Army manual. I 

can see it in my mind.. .  this green-covered thing [with] pictures of how to 

tie your husband’s tie. It had a quote in there.. .  be the lady who stitches 

on the stitches on the soldier’s patches.. .  this pretty woman who wears
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pearls and has cookies ready for the soldiers when they come back from 

the field.

In fact, some materials still in circulation invite cynicism in terms of the 1950s 

caricature they portray of the “good wife” of an Army officer.

Co-researchers also reference the multitude of formal opportunities for mentoring 

that are available for Army spouses through official training and classes. Almost all speak 

of attending Army Family Team Building (AFTB), an official Army program “focused 

on spouses” and run by volunteer spouses, usually officers’ wives, who encourage the 

sharing of experience about Army life. The Pre-Command Course (PCC) is mentioned by 

each of the co-researchers whose husbands are Lieutenant Colonels or above. One 

describes PCC as, “a week-long course of dos and don’ts for spouses and husbands who 

are getting ready to take battalion command.. .they invite you to attend. You get orders. 

They pay for your trip.. .your food.” Another senior wife discussing PCC adds, “if 

they’re paying your way to do something, obviously, they expect for something to be put 

out.” Clearly, such education is a quid pro quo obligation.

Additionally, several of the co-researchers refer to interaction with their husband 

as vital to making sense of their perceived obligations. One speaks of following her 

husband’s example of caring for his soldiers, saying, “his soldiers loved him.. .because 

he reached out and cared, and made a difference. So when you see that.. .you know you 

can make a difference.” A Battalion Commander’s wife says that, “I take my cues from 

[my husband], who is the acting Family Readiness Group leader because he is the 

Battalion Commander.” Another co-researcher relates,
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I know how my husband views [Family Readiness Groups]—he thinks 

less of it than I do! If anything, he thinks I’m too involved just by going to 

a meeting every now and then...  He’s like, ‘you’re not in the Army. This 

shouldn’t fall to you.’

While it appears that the contemporary culture of the U.S. Army constructs both 

formal and informal expectations for officers’ wives, research conversations with the 

eight co-researchers highlight the significance of interaction with the wives of higher- 

ranking officers as the most significant factor in their experience of the social 

construction of unofficial expectations for officers’ wives. Throughout the interviews, 

new wives and experienced wives alike made constant reference to the idea that they 

“learned” their role informally from “watching other wives who’d done it.” One co

researcher speaks of making sense of her responsibilities as an officer’s wife by 

“spending time with other military wives... talking with them...  you can pretty much 

map out your life by talking to somebody of higher rank.”

Many of the co-researchers share stories of being “mentored” by more senior 

wives. For some, mentoring is described in positive terms. For example, a young 

Lieutenant’s wife refers to her Battalion Commander’s wife as “the reason why I’m so 

involved.. .she is so knowledgeable about what’s going on. And she gives you all this 

information. And I’m, like, wow! I want to be like her when I’m a battalion commander’s 

wife.” The idea of mentoring of other officers’ wives is also described by a senior wife 

who says:
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Mentoring is done from your heart... I guess I look at more like trying to 

inspire others, rather than telling or teaching them. . .  I hope to inspire 

others so that they can reach out.. .  make the places they live better... for 

themselves, or their children, or other people.

Other co-researchers seem to resent the idea of “being mentored” by senior wives, 

explaining, “I didn’t feel like I had a choice. .. that was the responsibility.. .that I would 

follow in the footsteps of the other wives who did it before me.” For these co-researchers, 

“mentoring” by senior wives feels more like pressure to comply with socialized 

expectations.

Conversely, several co-researchers claim to be frustrated by a lack of mentorship 

from senior officers’ wives. One battalion commander’s wife laments, “my job has been 

made even tougher because I do not have anybody that I can go to ... that I can bounce 

things off o f.. .  that I can discuss things with, get ideas from, take problems to .. .so I’m 

stuck.” Similarly, another co-researcher describes feeling “underutilized” by the senior 

wife who leads the Family Readiness Group in her battalion. She says, “I kind of feel lost 

as to what my role is, or where I have a role here.”

Several of the women who participated in this study also contributed to an 

understanding of the interaction and mentoring among officers’ wives by sharing their 

experience of mentoring others. One senior wife, when addressing the pressure to fulfill 

obligations perceived by some officers’ wives, replaces the word “expectation” with 

“encouragement” as she answers, “without the encouragement, I think everybody is just 

kind of floundering and going their own way. . .  so I don’t see it as pressure to
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participate, or not... wanting to participate. Because that tone is set that. . .  we can make 

a difference.” Another co-researcher, when discussing her willingness to fulfill the 

obligations associated with her role as officer’s wife says that she would encourage other 

wives to do the same because she’s “see what a benefit it can be. I’ve had some really 

positive experiences, and I would want younger wives to feel that positive experience.”

In that the culture of the Army sustains itself in part on the concept of officers’ 

wives as supporters of their husbands and the institution, senior officers’ wives are 

expected to “be watchful of opposing worldviews” that would threaten that reality 

(Gergen, 1994, p. 270). Therefore, part of the constructed role of senior officers’ wives is 

to mentor junior wives through informal coercion or implicit demand to continue the 

traditional role of the Army officer’s wife.

Tension between senior & junior officers' wives.

Evidence in the capta suggests that the informal training thrust upon officers’ 

wives who are younger or newer to the Army by wives married to senior ranking officers 

can create substantial tension in the lived experience of both junior and senior wives. The 

notion of “Old Army” versus “New Army” as discussed above under the thematic label 

of “For Myself, For My Husband, and For My Self’ was commonly invoked to describe 

what a majority of the co-researchers believe to be a distinction between Army officers’ 

wives who have been associated with the military for some time, versus newly married 

wives, or women whose husbands are just entering the service. While all of the co

researchers referred in some way to this perceived dichotomy, the senior wives 

interviewed definitely gathered on the “Old Army” side of the line, indicating their belief
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that support of their husband is more important than their own interests, careers, and 

goals. One senior wife indicated these “Old Army” values by referring to newer Army 

wives as “having [their] own career and [their] own life established.. .and [so they] don’t 

want the responsibility. And they’re willing to accept whatever dilemma may come down 

the road for their husbands.. .1 think it’s a preconceived notion that... as a wife, you’re 

expected to take this role.” Co-researchers who would be considered senior wives all 

discussed a perception of a difference in the values of more junior officers’ wives. One 

said, “I think the old times have changed...  I think that the new wives coming in don’t 

have the etiquette, don’t have the protocol knowledge.. .so a lot of these things are being 

thrown to the wayside.” Later, she added, “I don’t think the mentoring is there. . .when 

you come in as a company commander’s wife, and you have no prior experience of what 

military life is about, and you don’t really care, you can’t be expected to teach anybody 

else what you don’t know.”

There exists a perceived responsibility among Army wives married to more 

senior-ranking officers to ensure newer Army wives are socialized into “Old Army” 

practices. Regardless of whether the more senior wives have adopted the prescriptive 

traditional roles willingly, many appear to be covetous of the more contemporary roles 

adopted by newer officers’ wives who are less embedded in the culture.

Those participants who would be considered junior wives also noted the “Old 

Army/New Army” distinction, but from a different point of view. Many described 

perceiving senior wives as “too involved,” as evidenced by one woman’s narrative about 

senior wives who get “swept into it, and that becomes their whole life.. .and suddenly,
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something like a bake sale, that I would not think was so important, become all- 

consuming. It’s like the priorities have totally shifted.

Women who are new to the Army, and therefore the cultural expectations for 

Army officers’ wives, experience tension over the coercion by senior wives that they 

forsake their more contemporary identities to comply with the traditional values of the 

“Old Army.”

The idea of the existing perception for officers’ wives to continually assert their 

place within the military culture, thematically labeled “Role Preservation,” takes place 

through interaction with other Army wives in which the traditional roles of care-taker 

and “mentor” serve to establish a sense of the “taken-for-granted” role of the officers 

wife.

Mirror, mirror, on the wall

Substantial evidence exists that, not only does husbands’ rank strongly influence 

the experience of military wives, but the reverse is also true. All eight co-researchers who 

participated in this study share an understanding that their fulfillment of expected Army 

obligations, as well as their actions in accordance with perceived social status, have 

career implications for their husbands.

While I have always felt that my voluntary involvement in the Army community 

has aided my husband in his career, I admit that I am hesitant to share that with other 

officers’ wives. My reluctance comes both from an understanding that the Army claims 

the activities of the wife have no “official” bearing on an officer’s professional 

evaluation, as well as from a hesitancy to be judged against other officers’ wives in terms
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of what each of us is doing to “further our husbands’ careers.” Co-researchers in this 

study also seem to waver on whether or not to admit that their actions in their role as 

officer’s wife affect the perception of their husbands as worthy of promotion and long

term success in the Army. One co-researcher tentatively acknowledges her part in helping 

her husband’s career by sharing:

If you’re involved, I think sometimes it can sway—not necessarily an 

Officer Evaluation Report [OER], but somebody’s impression of—not 

your husband—but you in relation to your husband. And maybe if they 

think highly of m e.. .then they’ll think ‘well, [her husband] must be doing 

something right, or their marriage must be together.’ So I think it has to do 

with an overall impression, even though nobody would really say that 

that’s important. It’s not written down in any regulations, but it’s sort of 

one of those unknown, unspeakable things that still exists.

The wife of a senior-ranking officer speaks of her certainty that her actions at a previous 

duty station had an impact on her husband’s future assignments, and therefore, his career. 

She explains,

I always felt that because of some of the those things that had happened, 

that I had directly affected his career... even after the year we left, I knew 

in my heart there was no way [her husband] was going to get a battalion 

command. I really did a lot of praying and had a lot of guilt that I had a lot 

to do with the way [he] was rated.
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A company commander’s wife who is choosing not to run her husband’s Company 

Family Readiness group expresses concern that her rejection of that expected obligation 

will impact her husband’s evaluation. She says, “because of the general feeling I’ve 

gotten from our battalion commander’s wife.. .  I worry more about [my husband’s] 

evaluation. He’s planning on being career, so I don’t want that to get messed up because 

of a bad [Officer Evaluation Report] because of FRG [Family Readiness Group].” 

Another co-researcher who is married to a high-ranking officer, however, 

adamantly denies that her involvement has any bearing on her husband’s professional 

evaluation. She tells about an incident where, “other [officers’] wives became vocal about 

my participation in things on post.. .[they] felt I was doing it to get my husband an edge 

up .. .  it really bothered me. To me, that was a great insult, because I don’t think my 

husband needs anything from me.”

The idea of an officer’s wife’s participation impacting on their husband’s 

opportunities for promotion and long-term career success, thematically labeled, 

“Reflection on Husband,” supports the reality that officers are again, to some extent, 

being evaluated on their wives’ involvement. Particularly in light of the fact that officers 

in command positions are evaluated in their official Officer Evaluation Report [OER] on 

the success of their Family Readiness Group, and that leadership of the FRG is 

considered a default expectation of the Commander’s wife, there is some substantiation 

to this claim, which translates into a influential factor in the experiential understanding of 

Army officers’ wives.
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Loyal Servant

As exemplified by the emergent themes discussed to this point, through both 

formal and informal means, Army olficers’ wives interact with one another and their 

culture in such a way that the traditional image of the Army wife is continually 

reconstituted through the generations. The majority of the co-researchers in this study 

describe the traditional image of Army officers’ wife as manifested in the roles of 

mother, entertainer, and keeper of the domestic domain to be part of their lived 

experience.

Specifically, several of the co-researchers speak of the perception that a major 

part of the role of the officer’s wife is to be in control of the home front. While their 

husbands are out “conquering the world,” or at least focusing on their job as Army 

officer, wives are expected to be taking care of all things domestic, particularly the house 

and the kids. One co-researcher emphasizes this theme through her narration of her 

experience of moving. She says her family, “purposefully left [their last duty station] 

early so that we could get the house in order prior to [her husband] taking command. That 

is a big issue—to make sure the family is situated so that he can go into work and take 

care of what he needed to do.” Another woman, when discussing interactions with 

families in her and her husband’s Family Readiness Group, remarks, “I’m not here to 

solve your problems.. .your wife needs to be able to handle what’s going on in the 

house.” Additionally, all of the co-researchers, even those who do not yet have children, 

emphasize the idea that their kids will always be their first priority, regardless of outside



expectations of work, volunteerism, etc. One of the younger wives spoke of her recent 

involvement with a volunteer organization on post, saying, “I kind of took on too much 

. . .  I really put [her daughter] on the back burner, and I felt so horrible for that, because

she should be my main focus.”

The expressed primacy of relationships, both with their children and their 

husbands uncovers gendered themes that surfaced in the interviews with the eight 

Army Officers’ wives. Co-researchers speak of personal achievement as 

accomplished only through their relationships. Even those officers’ wives who 

made the most adamant claims of self-identity and independence define their 

values and actions in terms of their love for their husbands or children. One co- 

researcher described “making peace” with her sacrifices because she “realized all 

along I would rather have a good husband and family life than a really great, kick- 

ass career.. .there’s a part of me that wonders what would have happened if .. .but 

obviously, my husband and I wouldn’t be together, so that to me made it not 

worth it.” Another, when describing her struggle to maintain balance in the 

requirements of her job, her family, and her Army wife obligations, reveals that 

what’s most important to her is for [her] daughter “to just be a strong person... 

and at the same time, hold close to my heart those moments that [her husband] 

and I have, and that moment that he comes back.”

Although in the lives of Army officers’ wives there is experiential tension 

over the assumption of the historically constructed traditional role prescriptions, 

the narratives shared by the eight co-researchers seem to fall in line with
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traditional gendered narratives of women in society at large. Despite the struggle 

over the construction and acceptance of themselves as separate from their 

husbands within the structure of the U. S. Army, “important aspects of the co

researcher narratives depend heavily on their affiliative relationships with others” 

(Gergen, 1992, p. 135). Ultimately, Army officers’ wives construct their values 

and actions within the culture of the Army around continuity with their husbands’ 

career goals.

Summary

This meta-narrative of the experiential reality of Army officers’ wives is arranged 

from emergent themes derived from the stories of the eight co-researchers, as well as my 

personal experience as an Army officer’s wife. The stories and metaphors co-created in 

the interview conversations and presented in the final analysis do not emerge from 

nothingness. They are embedded in the foundations of the culture of the U.S. Army. 

(Gergen, 1992, p. 141).

The overarching theme of Noblesse Oblige, and the subsequent sub-themes and 

“themettes” discussed above, emerge in the stories of the eight co-researchers as the 

“official narrative” of the culture in which Army officers’ wives exist (Polkinghome, 

1988, p 162-163). In that the idea of Noblesse Oblige represents the central theme around 

which the values, expectations, and actions of officers’ wives are constituted in 

interaction, these women reflect as well as uphold the implicit roles and meanings 

inherent to that theme through their narratives (Rosenwald, 1992, p. 268).
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As evidenced by the explication of the themes and sub-themes in the analysis, 

there exists an experiential reality of tension and contradiction among officers’ wives 

concerning the formal and informal expectations surrounding the main theme of Noblesse 

Oblige. The role of officer’s wife exists exactly at the tension point between “Old Army” 

and “New Army;” between traditional women’s roles and contemporary women’s roles; 

and between opposing conceptualizations of women’s identity. The contradictory stories 

shared by the co-researchers reflect these real inconsistencies, ambivalences, and 

contradictions in the meanings they inhabit (Kvale, 1996, p. 34). Politically, each of these 

dialectic tensions, expressed in the narratives of the eight co-researchers, is exacerbated 

by socially constructed perceptions of both status and rank. And always, every aspect of 

the role of officer’s wife originates in the give and take of a marital relationship.

The lived experience of negotiating participation in this dialectic space is 

characterized by co-researchers as requiring the development of a tolerance of ambiguity 

and an ability to embrace unwanted expectations. Officer’s wives must act, with 

sincerity, to fulfill such expectations while intellectually and/or emotionally conflicted. 

They often experience their “saturated selves” (Gergen) to be moving in opposite 

directions. It is a role of potential joy and grief in terms of perceptions of identity. That 

dialectic is a key to the meaning-making in the experience of Army officers’ wives—the 

place where their self understanding is put to a self-imposed test (Josselson, 1995, p. 36). 

Additionally, the idea of meaning-making as created through interaction ratifies the 

constitutive power of communication.
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Unfortunately, while the complexities of the role of officer’s wife increase, 

structures of support, both social and formal, dissipate in the confusion of transformation. 

As a volunteer Army reinvents itself internally and externally and women move toward 

genuine equality, structural support from the Army for officers’ wives cannot keep up 

with the pressure of expectation.

The oppositional discourses of Army officers’ wives which have emerged from 

this study to challenge the dominant cultural narrative of Noblesse Oblige, and the 

concurrent diminution of support, provide the potential for an “ideological crisis” through 

which the experience of Army officers’ wives can be more fully explored (Mumby, 1993,

p. 6).
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APPENDIX A 

Recruitment Flyer

February 11, 2003 

Dear Interested Party,

As you may already know, I am hoping to complete my master’s degree in Communication this spring at 
UAF. As a final requirement for that degree, I am in the process of writing my thesis. The topic I have 
decided to explore for my thesis is the experience of Army Officers’ Wives, particularly those whose 
husbands serve in Operational Units, and who are currently stationed at [present duty station].

At the present time, I am hoping to find between 5 and 20 volunteers who are interested in participating in 
my study. Participation will generally require one- to two-hours initially, during which time we will talk 
about each individual’s experience of being an “Officer’s wife.” I expect these initial interviews to take 
place during the weeks of February 11-28. Then, over the next several weeks, I may contact various 
participants, with a time commitment not exceeding an additional hour or two, to help me clarify or 
understand the information shared during the first conversation.

I want to emphasize that extreme care will be taken to ensure that the information gathered in this study is 
COMPLETELY CONFIDENTIAL, and will not be shared with ANYONE. Names will be changed in 
order to ensure confidentiality, as will husband’s rank and position, participant’s age, or any other 
information that may lead to the future association of various experiences with certain individuals.

Additionally, it is important to note that this study is for the purpose of an academic requirement ONLY, 
and will not be published or shared in any forum other than my thesis without the express written 
permission of each participant. Also, this research in no way constitutes official Army research, and will 
not be used in that capacity.

If you are interested in volunteering to participate, or have additional questions, please contact me by phone 
at 356-1305, or by e-mail at marklorod@aol.com. at your earliest convenience. Questions may also be 
directed to Dr. Jin Brown, UAF Department of Communication at 474-6591, or to the UAF Office of 
Research Integrity at 474-7800.

Thank you.

Sincerely,

Lauren C. O’Donnell, Graduate Student 
Department of Communication 
University of Alaska Fairbanks

mailto:marklorod@aol.com
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APPENDIX B 

Informed Consent Form

The Social Construction of Formal and Informal Expectations 
of Army Officers’ Wives 
Informed Consent Form

IRB #03-03 Date approved: 2-10-03
You are being asked to take part in a research study about the experiences of women who are married to 

Officers in the United States Army. All information collected is for the purpose of the completion of my 
master’s degree thesis project, and therefore, is not in any way official Army research. Furthermore, 
findings from this study will not be published or presented in any forum other than my graduate thesis 
without the express written permission of the participants.

Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before you agree to be in the study. If you 
decide to take part, you will spend approximately one to two hours of your time initially for a 
conversational interview about your experience as an Army Officer’s wife. You may spend an additional 
hour or two several weeks later to help clarify or make sense of information from the original interview. 
Interviews will be audio recorded for transcription and analysis. Audio tapes, interview notes, and 
transcriptions will be kept in a locked office for the duration of the research process in order to ensure 
confidentiality, and then will be destroyed. Your participation in the study is entirely voluntary, and you 
may withdraw at any time. Your name will not be used in any report or paper. A pseudonym will be used 
for the narrative story from your interview. Strict ethical guidelines for participants are being adhered to as 
well as a respect for all persons regardless of age, race, ethnicity, or sexual orientation.

There are no apparent risks involved in this research study to participants or researcher, nor any 
anticipated circumstances where you will be terminated from the project by the researcher, but if any 
should arise in the research process, you will be promptly notified. If, for any reason, you wish to withdraw 
from the study while it is in progress, simply notify me by email or by mail at the addresses listed below. 
There is no penalty for early withdrawal.

By reading and signing this form, you agree to participate in this study and understand the ethical 
guidelines listed above.

SIGNATURE:______________________________________________________________________________

ADDRESS:

(Address is optional: this consent form can be photocopied when delivered in person and 
returned to you then, or it can be mailed to you if you mail it in.)

CONTACT TELEPHONE #:_____________________________________________
(Needed to set appointments for consultation and interview)

Thank you for your interest and participation in this research project. A copy of the research results will 
be mailed to you at your request. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at:
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Researcher: Lauren O’Donnell
T elephone: 356-1305
Email: ftlco@uaf.edu
Office: 503 Gruening Bldg., Department of Communication

University of Alaska Fairbanks

Questions may also be directed to the principle investigator and my faculty advisor for this research 
project:

Principle Investigator: Dr. Jin Brown, Department Head, Department of Communication 
Telephone: 474-6591
Email: ffjgb@uaf.edu
Office: 503 Gruening Bldg,. Department of Communication

University of Alaska Fairbanks

Or to the UAF Office of Research Integrity at:

Telephone: 474-7800
Email: fVirb@uaf.edu
Office: 206 Eielson Bldg., Box 7560

Sincerely,
Lauren C. O’Donnell, Graduate student,
University of Alaska Fairbanks, Department of Communication

mailto:ftlco@uaf.edu
mailto:ffjgb@uaf.edu
mailto:fVirb@uaf.edu

