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 What is Militarism?  
 
 
 

 

 

Militarism is Not Just About Conflict 
Militarism is not merely the presence of war or military 
institutions, nor is it confined to the battlefield or to large and 
wealthy states. It is pervasive. Militarism comprises a set of 
values rooted in rigid patriarchal constructions of gender, 
through which men and boys are socialized to believe that violent 
masculinities are ideal. Cultures of militarism allow States and 
non-State actors to act with impunity on their misogynistic, 
racist, homophobic, transphobic, classist, and xenophobic 
agendas to maintain power and control. They not only normalize 
physical and sexual violence against women in war, but also 
compromise their human rights in peace. 
 
 

Militarism Affects Human Security and Development 
Spending for arms, paramilitary training, defense programs, and 
military operations obstruct human security and come at the cost 
of development. According to the Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute, global military spending in 2011 had reached 
record highs, exceeding an estimated $1.735 trillion. In 2010, the 
International Peace Bureau calculated that the extra annual cost 
needed to reach the Millennium Development Goals by 2015 
came only at a fraction of military spending at $329 billion. Goals 
that could have been achieved were: 

 Child mortality and improving maternal health: $10 billion 

 Ensuring environmental sustainability: $155.6 billion 

 Eradicating extreme poverty and hunger: $102 billion 

 Developing a global partnership for development: $40 billion 

 Combating HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases: $14.2 billion 

 Achieving universal primary education, promoting gender equality, 
and empowering women: $7.2 billion. 

In addition to its enormous opportunity costs, this prioritization 
of military spending further closes doors for women to pursue 
their educational and professional goals as States slash social 
welfare budgets with the expectation that women will make up 
for lost care and services to their families. Neglecting to address 
social inequalities in favor of funding conflict, States also provoke 
instabilities within their borders. Large and sustained military 
spending exacerbates poverty and economic instability and 
prolongs conflict—key drivers behind abuses such as human 
trafficking, early and forced marriage, and intimate partner 
violence. 
 
 

Militarism Harms the Environment and Consumes Our 
Resources 
Militarism degrades environments—the effects of which are most 
heavily felt by women and girls. In peace, military activities 
continue to consume a tremendous amount of land, energy, and 
resources. For example: 

 Large oil consumption by a military contributes massively to global 
warming, affecting the environment, including human access to 
renewable resources and animals’ natural habitat.1  

 Not including land belonging to arms producing companies, it was 
estimated in 1981 that between 750,000 and 1.5 million square 
kilometers of land in peacetime were in direct military use globally.2 

 
Overwhelming figures such as these combine with global 
warming and the destruction of wide swaths of land used in war 
games to intensify food and water insecurity and the spread of 
disease. This disproportionately affects rural and indigenous 
women, whose livelihoods are dependent on the environment’s 
well-being. Militarism consumes human resources, where women 
and girls are forced to become family breadwinners, and often in 
environments that already restrict their social and economic 
rights, such as access to land rights and inheritance. The lack of 
safe spaces and the denial of the human right to education are 
deeply impacted by violence, misogynistic beliefs, and 
discrimination especially against girls and women. 
 
 

Militarism Endangers Women Human Rights Defenders 
Around the world, Women Human Rights Defenders (WHRDs) 
play an important role in advocating for the rights of women 
affected by militarism’s consequences. In subverting traditional 
gender roles and challenging States and non-State actors, 
WHRDs themselves are targets for threats, assault, and even 
murder. Militarism’s effectiveness stems from its ability to cast 
budgeting for war as necessary and peacetime mobilization as 
normal at the expense of investing in women’s human rights. In 
order to ensure women and girls’ equality in all aspects of their 
lives, it is vital to support WHRDs and to challenge militarism as a 
paradigm.  
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