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Virtuous War

Virtuous War is the first book to map the emergence and judge the
consequences of a new military-industrial-media-entertainment
network. James Der Derian takes the reader from a family history
of war and genocide to new virtual battlespaces in the Mojave
Desert, Silicon Valley, Hollywood, and American universities. He
tracks the convergence of cyborg technologies, video games,
media spectacles, war movies, and do-good ideologies that pro-
duced a chimera of high-tech, low-risk “virtuous wars.”

In this newly updated edition, he reveals how a misguided faith
in virtuous war to right the wrongs of the world instead paved the
way for a flawed response to 9/11 and a disastrous war in Iraq.
Blinded by virtue, emboldened by technological superiority,
seized by a mimetic terror, the U.S. blundered from one foreign
fiasco to the next.

Taking the long view as well as getting up close to the war
machine, Virtuous War provides a compelling alternative to the
partisan politics, instant analysis, and technical fixes that currently
bedevil U.S. national security policy.

James Der Derian is Research Professor of International Studies
at Brown University, where he directs the Innovating Global
Security and Global Media Project at the Watson Institute for
International Studies. He has produced numerous books, articles,
and documentaries on diplomacy, war, media, and technology,
including, most recently, Critical Practices in International
Theory (Routledge, 2008)



Reviews for the first edition

“This eye-opening, entertaining and sobering study of the
increasing ‘virtualization’ of American politics—and of war in
particular—via media manipulation makes an important contri-
bution to political, media and social studies . . . this fascinating
and important material will make a splash in academic circles.”
Publishers Weekly

“The virtual wars that are being fought and planned are far from
‘virtuous,” and the author is to be congratulated for bringing this
simple reality to our attention.”

Political Affairs

“Der Derian is successful in mapping out this newly digitized
world.”
New Political Science

“The first book to offer a ‘virtual theory’ for the military
strategies, philosophical questions, ethical issues, and political
controversies surrounding the future of war and peace.”
TechDirections

“[Virtuous War] is an important book, and a relevant one, espe-
cially given the current administration’s struggle to transform and
finance a military suited to the 21st century.”

Naval Proceedings



Reviews for the second edition

“Virtuous War was a seminal contribution to our understanding
of war and international relations in the 21st century. The
expanded, brilliantly realized 2nd edition makes indispensable
reading. The world is catching up to Der Derian’s vision of where
we are and what we must do about these lethal linkages of war,
media, entertainment.”

Richard Falk, Visiting Distinguished Professor of Global and Inter-
national Studies, University of California, Santa Barbara.

“There’s a marvellous unmasking here of the modern military-
media-entertainment fantasy, a disease that pretends to be the
cure. There’s a literary virtuosity, too, a kind of “magical realism”
of global politics as we patrol the pre-9/11 and post-Iraq terrain
and the neural pathways of the Pentagon in the company of
Nietzsche, Borges, Virilio, the beloved Walter Benjamin, and
the quirky, brave and brilliant James Der Derian. This is a book
that brings theory and theorists to life, a book that horrifies and
delights on virtually every page.”

Christopher Lydon, Open Source
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Preface to the new edition

“If we only knew then what we know now.” This refrain was used
by many U.S. officials, several presidential aspirants, and not a
few experts to answer critics who questioned their early support
of the Iraq War and after the weapons of mass destruction failed
to materialize, an insurgency rather than democracy broke out,
and total costs edged towards the one trillion dollar mark. This
excuse—they didn’t know what they didn’t know, to paraphrase a
past Secretary of Defense (that would be of the United States, not
the English language), until they knew what they knew—always
struck me as absurd. If only those in the government, the media,
and the academy had known that U.S. administrations had
engaged in foreign fiascos before (Bay of Pigs and Vietnam); lied
to the public (Watergate, Monicagate, and all the other lesser-
gates); presented indisputable proof of new dangers (tapes in
pumpkins, satellite photographs); trundled out false analogies
(Munich redux); cited unpredictable and expansionist powers (the
“Reds”); exaggerated an arms race (bomber and missile gaps);
trampled on constitutional rights in the name of national interest
(Alien and Sedition Act, McCarthyism, COINTELPRO); and
elevated a distant danger into an imminent threat (duck and
cover—now). How do we explain such a level of collective histor-
ical amnesia?

To be sure, the trauma of a major attack on the American
mainland as well as the anxiety induced by the specter of future
ones, made it easier to support or merely to acquiesce as the
Bush administration constructed an ever-expanding universe of
terror, against which, the argument went, a global war must be
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perpetually waged. And of course, disinformation campaigns
were integral to the global war of and on terror. It is almost
understandable why a compliant Congress, fearful public, and an
intellectual “coalition of the willing” were ready to give President
Bush the necessary authority and legitimacy to wage an unneces-
sary war. Understandable, but hardly explanatory and certainly
not excusable. Why were so many unable or unwilling to know
then what they know now? Why were those who did know unable
to change the minds and actions of those who did not? How
did ignorance and arrogance transform a containable conflict into
a war of necessity?

This new edition of Virtuous War attempts to answer these
questions, not always directly or explicitly, but by way of a
decade-long travelogue through the military-industrial-media-
entertainment network that traces the path to the Iraq War. This
is not a revision of an earlier text. The original chapters, written
between 1993 and 2000, are unaltered. Nor is it a revisionist his-
tory of the Iraq War, in which the past is reinterpreted to neatly
add up to the present. I have corrected a few typos (including one
that must have set my grandfather spinning in his grave, when
somewhere between the final proofs and publication he became an
“American” rather than “Armenian” guerilla fighting the Turks).
And I did sacrifice one chapter: my original effort to elaborate a
virtual theory for International Relations was just too much of a
speed-bump for readers who prefer a travelogue to a “hetero-
logue™ (it was de trop, in that French kind of way). I have added
four new chapters, written between 2000 and 2008, in an attempt
to make what I salvaged of virtual theory worthy of the global
events that preceded and followed 9/11. I left the original chapters
untouched because I wanted to maintain the chronology of dis-
covery, as well as occasional divagation, that came with my
research travels; and, more importantly, because I wanted to make
it quite clear that it was possible to know then (prior to 9/11) what
many still seem reluctant to acknowledge now (after Iraq): the
U.S. was on the path to a disastrous war, many years before Presi-
dent Bush became commander-in-chief or Osama Bin Laden
became the living embodiment of evil.

The result is not a scholarly treatise on international relations.
Nor is it an op-ed article padded into a foreign policy book.' This
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book draws from a twenty-year inquiry into the ethics, efficacy,
and effects of, and ultimately the decision to choose between dip-
lomacy and war. This entailed more granular investigations into
challenges posed by new global forms of terrorism, espionage,
and media to traditional practices of statecraft.” Targeting the
most pressing dangers of the day, I never considered these investi-
gations to be an academic exercise. From the start I sought to
apply a critical attitude, developed outside (geographically, cul-
turally, educationally) the mainstream of American politics and
scholarship, to current foreign and defense policies. My skepti-
cism towards official stories was bolstered by empirical work in
the field, where I was able to witness firsthand the concerted
efforts and mixed results of powerful public and private institu-
tions, seeking to adapt to new global challenges within the exigen-
cies and bounded power of sovereign states.

Nor does this book fit easily within a paradigm of International
Relations. When the World Trade Center and the Pentagon were
struck by kamikaze suicide bombers, my response differed from
many of my colleagues in the field of International Relations,
with a minority opposed and a majority supportive or acqui-
escent to a military response.’ I supported the intervention into
Afghanistan to quash Al Qaeda; but I was critical of the effort to
expand a limited objective into the eradication of not just global
terrorism but the “evil” behind it; this seemed to me an impossible
goal that would inevitably produce high levels of collateral dam-
age against the “good” as well. I was also hesitant, in spite of the
erosion of civil liberties at home and a creeping militarization of
American policies abroad, to lay the blame solely at the doorstep
of the Bush administration. I wished to present a more complex
back-story of the various ideological, technological, and military
forces that were in play before the 2000 election. Earlier adminis-
trations (including Clinton’s) planned, experimented, and sought
to operationalize a “revolution in military affairs” (RMA) in a
series of armed humanitarian interventions; the road to Iraq led
through Grenada and Panama to Somalia and Haiti to Bosnia
and Kosovo. To be sure, in the run-up to Iraq, Bush, Cheney,
Rumsfeld, Powell, Tenet, and others abused intelligence, miscalcu-
lated risk, froze out the UN, and displayed all kinds of ideological
blunders. They deployed an effective infowar to construct their
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own reality and to neutralize the few critics who might be living in
what they deemed an unpatriotic worldview.* But they did not
invent a new game: they effectively used 9/11 to radically up the
ante, making virtuous war the only game worth playing.

Designed by the Pentagon, auditioned in the Balkans, and
dress-rehearsed in Afghanistan, virtuous war took center stage in
the invasion of Iraq. Virtuous war projects a technological and
ethical superiority in which computer simulation, media dissimu-
lation, global surveillance, and networked warfare combine to
deter, discipline, and if need be, destroy the enemy. Ethically
intentioned and virtually applied, drawing on the doctrines of just
war when possible and holy war when necessary, virtuous war
plays on its ambiguous status as a felicitous oxymoron. After
September 11, as the United States chose coercion over diplo-
macy in its foreign policy, and extolled a rhetoric of total victory
over absolute evil, virtuous war became the ultimate means by
which the United States intended to re-secure its borders and
assert its global suzerainty.

My other reason for bringing out a new edition of Virtuous War
was to bridge a widening gap in International Relations, between
the theory and practice of international relations.” Given our
supposed expertise, could we not have done more to prevent this
sorry state of affairs? In the run-up to the war, why did silence
rather than dissent dominate the ranks of IR? A personal experi-
ence drove this question home. Several months before the war in
Iraq had started I had been invited to present at a conference on
“The American Media and Wartime Challenges,” sponsored by
Triangle International Security Studies (composed of North
Carolina State, University of North Carolina, and Duke Uni-
versity). As luck would have it, the conference took place right at
the start of Operation Iraqi Freedom. In spite of the gung-ho
mood in the room (and America in general) I decided to stick to
my original plan to present a paper that was highly critical of the
wartime interpenetration of the military and the media.

The reaction was, to put it mildly, hostile. In the course of my
career I have been attacked by some of the best (as well as the
worst), and truth be told, I prefer a good fight to preaching to the
choir. But the crowd was out for blood like I have not witnessed
ever before. The questions (more in the category of shouted
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“comments”) barely rose from the mud, and got personal very
quickly. 1 could understand why the twenty or so mid-career
officers from the nearby Fort Bragg Special Operations School
attending the conference might be passionate about the topic.
Indeed, one warned me to leave by the other door because his
friend—whose idea of refutation was to demand whether I had
ever been to boot camp—“wanted a piece of me.” But probably
the most worrying aspect of the encounter was the agreement or
acquiescence of just about every other academic in the room.
Many seemed to agree with the soldiers, some more obviously
than others. One co-panelist pretty much jettisoned her talk to
launch an attack on anyone (primarily me) who could possibly
think that enemy or civilian casualties are legitimate issues for a
wartime press or academic conference. The other panelist, an
ex-general (one of the few I guess who didn’t get the call to
explain the war to us on CNN, Fox, ABC, or other networks),
spent most his time extolling the necessity of strategic bombing
regardless, again, of civilian casualties (based, I presumed, on his
experience of flying over 200 missions in Vietnam). Several indi-
viduals in the room did come up to me afterwards to apologize for
the behavior of the audience, including an instructor from Fort
Bragg and the director of the Institute, Peter Feaver (who would
later join the Bush administration and launch the ill-fated
“Victory in Iraq” media blitz). A few said they actually agreed
with me. However, my question to them was: where were you
when I was under attack? Missing in action, I am afraid.®

The day that our television screens were filled with looped
images of Saddam Hussein’s statuesque fall from power, I wrote a
critical essay on how this was really a game for a war that had yet
to be fought.” I argued that no prior war ever had been so enabled
by the attributes, defined by the language, and played by the rules
of the game than the war in Iraq. As the velocity of strategic
movement was being force-multiplied by the immediacy of the
embedded journalism; as the virtuality of high technology war-
fare was enhanced by the reality of low battlefield casualties; as
the military and the media as well as weapon-systems and sign-
systems became mutually embedded; as the viewer became player,
war and game were melding in realtime on primetime. I fully
realized that to speak of war as a game was to invite attack, and
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so, in keeping with the spirit of the new U.S. national security
strategy, I decided to launch a pre-emptive strike of my own. I
wrote that war with Iraq was not simply a game—it was a stupid
game. I believed and wrote that it would prove to be a waste of
lives, resources and the world standing of the United States.
Indeed, I thought it seemed like a waste of time and intelligence
even to speak of this war as rational activity, as a Clausewitzian
continuation of politics by other means. Between the September
11 attack and the first shot of the Iraq War, a mimetic war of
fundamentalisms had set a predestined course, and in this regard,
Bin Laden had succeeded.

This war made for strange bedfellows in IR. I remember the
relative silence about the war at the March 2003 meeting of the
International Studies Association meeting in Portland, Oregon.
In response, a small group of us staged a silent (complete with
duct-taped mouths) protest in the main lobby of the hotel conven-
tion center. Overwhelmingly, our ranks came from the critical,
feminist, poststructuralist or (and often overlapping) “foreign”
representatives of IR. It is worth noting that a past and a future
president of the ISA, John Vasquez and Steve Smith, respectively,
joined the protest, neither of whom fall within the liberal or real-
ist paradigms that dominates IR in the U.S. Those most likely
critics of foreign aggression, liberal institutionalists and humani-
tarian interventionists like Joseph Nye, Michael Ignatieff, and
Anne Marie Slaughter, split hairs over the morality, legality, and
legitimacy of the war but did not oppose it. However, the realist
camp did resist. Following in the footsteps (if not to the barri-
cades) of Hans Morgenthau during the Vietnam war, paleo-realist
John Mersheimer and uber-realist Steve Walt published high-
profile renunciations of the rush to war. I think it is important to
recognize the superior diagnostic powers that realists displayed,
especially in their general assessment of U.S. national interest in
the Middle East, and in their particular advocacy for proportion-
ality between means and ends in the war against global terrorism.
Realists pride themselves as depicting things as they really are,
rather than as idealists might wish them to be. And by idealists
we must include, in a strange convergence, the born-again
fundamentalists, true-believer neoconservatives, and ardent
Straussians—sometimes one and the same—who in their advocacy



Preface to the new edition  xxiii

of regime change and human rights found more allies from within
the ranks of liberal institutionalists than from erstwhile allies in
moderate national security circles.

But I do not think we should let realists off the hook so easily.
Walter Benjamin said it best in The Arcades Project. “[T]he his-
tory that showed things ‘as they really were’ was the strongest
narcotic of the century.”® Contemporary realism is not without its
own self-serving constructions, like the permanence of inter-
national anarchy, the immutability of human nature, the objectifi-
cation of the state, and the reification of a balance of power. In
spite of all the transformations of world politics after the Cold
War and after 9/11, fatalistic realists long for the stability of a
bipolar world while well-intentioned liberals perpetually wait
for a multipolar world that cannot be born. This new edition of
Virtuous War aims for the space between: a critical yet pragmatic
pluralism for understanding and living in an increasingly hetero-
polar world.



[. . .] This conjunction of an immense military establishment and
a large arms industry is new in the American experience. The total
influence—economic, political, even spiritual—is felt in every city,
every statehouse, every office of the federal government. . . . In the
councils of government we must guard against the acquisition of
unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the
military-industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise
of misplaced power exists and will persist ... The prospect of
domination of the nation’s scholars by federal employment, pro-
ject allocations, and the power of money is ever present and is
gravely to be regarded. Yet, in holding scientific research and dis-
covery in respect, as we should, we must also be alert to the equal
and opposite danger that public policy could itself become the
captive of a scientific-technological elite. . . . We want democracy
to survive for all generations to come, not to become the insolvent
phantom of tomorrow. Down the long lane of the history yet to
be written, America knows that this world of ours, ever growing
smaller, must avoid becoming a community of dreadful fear and
hate, and be, instead, a proud confederation of mutual trust and
respect. Such a confederation must be one of equals. The weakest
must come to the conference table with the same confidence as do
we, protected as we are by our moral, economic, and military
strength. That table, though scarred by many past frustrations,
cannot be abandoned for the certain agony of the battlefield. [. . .]
(President Eisenhower’s farewell address)

(Radio and TV, January 17, 1961)



The virtuous

And others are proud of their modicum of righteousness, and for
the sake of it do violence to all things: so that the world is
drowned in their unrighteousness.

Ah! how ineptly cometh the word “virtue” out of their mouth!
And when they say: “I am just,” it always soundeth like: “I am
just—revenged!”

With their virtues they want to scratch out the eyes of their
enemies; and they elevate themselves only that they may lower
others.

And again there are those who sit in their swamp, and speak
thus from among the bullrushes: “Virtue—that is to sit quietly in
the swamp.

We bite no one, and go out of the way of him who would bite;
and in all matters we have the opinion that is given us.”

And again there are those who love attitudes, and think that
virtue is a sort of attitude.

Their knees continually adore, and their hands are eulogies of
virtue, but their heart knoweth naught thereof.

And again there are those who regard it as virtue to say: “Virtue
is necessary”; but after all they believe only that policemen are
necessary.

(Friedrich Nietzsche,
Thus Spake Zarathustra)



Toros Der Derian.

George Moyer.



Prologue

Virtual 1. a. Possessed of certain physical virtues or capacities;
effective in respect of inherent natural qualities or powers; cap-
able of exerting influence by means of such qualities. g. Com-
puters. Not physically existing as such but made by software to
appear to do so from the point of view of the program or the
user; specifically applied to memory that appears to be internal
although most of it is external, transfer between the two being
made automatically as required.

(Oxford English Dictionary)

Technology in the service of virtue has given rise to a global form
of virtual violence, virtuous war. This book retraces my travels in
virtuality, where made-for-TV wars and Hollywood war movies
blur, military war games and computer video games blend, mock
disasters and real accidents collide, producing on screen a new
configuration of virtual power. Going on site to find the ghosts in
the war machine, I map the emergence of a new virtual alliance,
the military-industrial-media-entertainment network.

There are many reasons for undertaking such a journey, some
obvious, and, as will become apparent, many not. I was driven by
inner reasons, two virtual memories that converge and then dis-
appear in my life, in this book, as tracks in the distance. The
memories are of my grandfathers’ wars. Toros Der Derian, an
Armenian guerilla for the Hunchak (“Bell”) revolutionary party,
fought in one of the many lost nationalist causes of the First
World War. Unlike other struggles of the war, this one earned the
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sorrowful title, after the Turks forcibly rid Anatolia of Armenians
through political terror, massacres, and death marches through
the desert, of the first modern genocide. Hitler, facing resistance
at the cusp of the next one, infamously remarked, “Who after all
remembers the Armenians?”

I, for one, was constantly reminded. My earliest memory of the
massacres comes from a photograph my father showed me: two
Turkish gendarmes stand to either side of a shelf that seems to
bow under the weight of a row of severed heads. Pointing to one
of the heads, my father said, “This was your cousin.” Maybe it
was my age at the time, or the more permanent fact of my semi-
assimilated, mixed-blood heritage, but I think the intended mes-
sage missed its mark. I was left wondering whether all my distant
relatives were missing bodies.

During the same war, George Moyer, my mother’s father, left
his upstate New York farm to join the U.S. Army and become a
machine-gunner in France. He was gassed but not permanently
injured and came home with some funny-sounding French songs
and a couple of medals that were kept in the attic along with his
mothballed tunic, cartridge belt, gas mask, and rusting helmet.
Neither of my grandfathers spoke of their foreign wars, and I
learned from a young age not to ask.

Their work radically differed. For over forty years, Toros was a
straw boss of the coke-ovens at the River Rouge plant, Ford
Motor Company’s enormous industrial complex in Dearborn,
Michigan. In the Mohawk River valley, George kept bees in the
summer and trapped fur animals in the winter. Toros forged his
past into a manageable if not domestically acceptable level of
violence, beating his wife and son on occasion and spending most
of his spare time hunting, fishing, and—shouting in Armenian
and swearing in Turkish—playing combative games of back-
gammon. Eager for the opportunity to fight, or perhaps to fight
back, my father left home at the outset of the Second World War.
He was underage when he joined the navy and eventually rose to
the rank of lieutenant junior-grade. George, on the other hand,
never showed any anger in private or public; he took his war
violence elsewhere, reenacting the Civil War with fellow veterans
all up and down the East Coast. War also forever changed the life
of my mother: she left the farm to go work as a secretary for the
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U.S. Army in occupied Germany. On one page of the family
photo album she is standing in front of ruins in Frankfurt; on the
next, skiing with American officers in St. Moritz.

These memories are etched by moments of trauma. During my
first and only visit to “The Rouge,” as Toros’s workplace was
called, I do not remember the famous Diego Rivera murals of the
working man that my father had taken me to see. I don’t even
remember seeing a single car being made. What I see when I look
back at that moment is my younger self, looking down from a
great height above the metallic din, molten heat, and orange-red
spray of sparks from the foundry, clinging in a paralytic terror to
the catwalk railing as my father worked to pry my fingers free.
Where Bible School had failed, Ford Motor Company succeeded:
Hell truly did exist.

The other memory is of George in his blue and gray uniform of
the Union Army, engaged in a mock battle at Frontier Land, one
of America’s earliest theme parks. Charging up the hill toward a
fort full of Confederates, getting too old to go the full nine yards,
he stopped halfway and discharged his muzzleloader in a spurt of
yellow flame and blue smoke. Suddenly he threw back his arms in
the classic gesture of the mortally wounded. It was too good, too
convincing for a credulous grandson, who broke from the ranks
of the roped-in crowd and ran onto the battlefield to comfort his
dying grandfather. I did not hear, but I am told that bystanders
laughed.

A few years later George really did die, in bed, of a pulmonary
embolism. The bee-yards and the farmhouse were eventually sold.
Shortly after a pilgrimage back to Armenia and the Holy Land,
Toros was killed by a lymphatic cancer caused, said the lawyers,
by leaking gases from the coke-ovens. Most of the Rouge went
cold, untended by émigré progeny like me who grew up intent on
keeping their distance from industry and war. I dodged one bullet
when my birth date came up number one in the lottery for the
draft, but it was January 1973, the month of the cease-fire and the
year that the Treaty of Paris ended the Vietnam War—at least for
the Americans. My luck held with scholarships, first to McGill
University in Canada, and then to Oxford University in England.
Staging high-school strikes against the Cambodian invasion,
marching against nuclear weapons at the U.S. Air Force base
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outside Oxford, I would be the first son in the family who chose to
protest rather than to go to war.

Since my grandfathers’ wars, much has changed and yet
remains the same. Technological innovations have transformed
the battlefield. In the First World War, the telephone provided
generals with the means and the arrogance to send hundreds of
thousands of soldiers to their deaths from the relative safety of
their chateau headquarters. In the Second World War, the radio,
tank, airplane, and, as final punctuation, the atomic bomb, all
radically altered the nature of warfare. Strategists, pundits, and
politicians of one stripe or another have called various aspects of
these changes a “revolution.” Now the arrival on the battlefield of
networked information technology is being heralded as a “Revo-
lution in Military Affairs” (RMA). However, it takes more than
technological innovation to make a revolution. A past defeat and
the desire for a quick victory can give cause for one military, as it
did the Germans, to take up new technologies and strategies, like
the tank and blitzkrieg, while others, like the British and French,
missed the boat. But the desire for a revolutionary, technological
fix can also lead a country down the wrong path, as happened
later in the war, when Hitler gave rocket science priority and
resources over nuclear physics. Political and strategic doctrines as
well as civilian and military values must mesh if new technologies
are to constitute anything approaching a revolution. In the
twenty-first century, we seem to be approaching at great speed
just such a moment. It is a virtual revolution in military and
diplomatic affairs.

Unlike other radically new developments in means of trans-
portation, communication, and information, this virtual revolu-
tion is driven more by software than hardware, and enabled by
networks rather than agents, which means adaptation (and muta-
tion) is not only easier, but much more rapid. Moreover, this
virtualization is taking place at a pivot-point in history. Post-
Ford, postmodern, or just post-Cold War, the international system
has entered a state of economic, cultural, and political flux.
And when order and predictability decline, leaders reach for the
technological fix.

On its own, virtualization does not embody a revolution in
diplomatic or military, let alone human, affairs. However,
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deployed with the new ethical and economic imperatives for
global democratic reform and neoliberal markets, it could well be.
In spite and perhaps because of efforts to spread a democratic
peace through globalization and humanitarian intervention, war
is ascending to an even “higher” plane, from the virtual to the
virtuous. At one time, the two words—and the two worlds they
represent—were barely distinguishable. Both originated in the
medieval notion of a power inherent in the supernatural, of a
divine being endowed with natural virtue. And both carried a
moral weight, from the Greek and Roman sense of virtue, of
properties and qualities of right conduct. But their meanings
diverged in modern usage, with “virtual” taking a morally neu-
tral, more technical tone, while “virtuous™ lost its sense of exert-
ing influence by means of inherent qualities. Now they seem ready
to be rejoined by current efforts to effect ethical change through
technological and martial means.

The United States, as unilateral deus ex machina of global poli-
tics, is leading the way in this virtual revolution. Its diplomatic
and military policies are increasingly based on technological and
representational forms of discipline, deterrence, and compulsion
that could best be described as “virtuous war.” At the heart of
virtuous war is the technical capability and ethical imperative to
threaten and, if necessary, actualize violence from a distance—
with no or minimal casualties. Using networked information and
virtual technologies to bring “there” here in near-real time and
with near-verisimilitude, virtuous war exercises a comparative as
well as strategic advantage for the digitally advanced. Along with
time (in the sense of tempo) as the fourth dimension, virtuality
has become the “fifth dimension” of U.S. global hegemony.

On the surface, virtuous war cleans up the political discourse as
well as the battlefield. Fought in the same manner as they are
represented, by real-time surveillance and TV “live-feeds,” virtu-
ous wars promote a vision of bloodless, humanitarian, hygienic
wars. We can rattle off casualty rates of prototypical virtuous
conflicts like the Gulf War (270 Americans lost their lives—more
than half in accidents), the Mogadishu raid (eighteen Americans
killed), and the Kosovo air campaign (barring accidents, a
remarkable zero casualty conflict for the NATO forces). Yet most
of us would not know the casualty figures for the other side, of
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Iraqis, Somalis, and Serbs. Post-Vietnam, the U.S. has made many
digital advances; public announcement of enemy body counts is
not one of them.

Unlike other forms of warfare, virtuous war has an unsurpassed
power to commute death, to keep it out of sight, out of mind.
Herein lies its most morally dubious danger. In simulated prepar-
ations and virtual executions of war, there is a high risk that one
learns how to kill but not to take responsibility for it. One experi-
ences “death” but not the tragic consequences of it. In virtuous
war we now face not just the confusion but the pixilation of war
and game on the same screen.

The U.S. leads the way, but other countries as well as inter-
national organizations are in hot pursuit of virtual solutions to
long-running political conflicts. At the “Millennium Summit” of
the UN in September 2000, the member nations endorsed a report
for the establishment of a permanent peacekeeping structure and
rapidly deployable multinational force (Stand-by Forces High
Readiness Brigade or SHIRBRIG) with its own, albeit limited,
command, control, communications, and intelligence capability.
The same year, the European Union proposed a new European
Rapid Reaction Force, or “Euro-Army,” to undertake regional
humanitarian interventions. At the height of the Israeli with-
drawal from Lebanon in May 2000, the London Daily Telegraph
pronounced from a safe distance on its “real” meaning for
the future of warfare: “The Israeli dot-com generation seems not
to have the stomach for mortal combat. They have started to
ask why they should risk their lives when precision weapons can
reduce war to a video game. For the pony-tailed youth of
Tel Aviv’s night spots, the war in Lebanon was becoming their
Vietnam and they would rather their government fought it by
remote control.”

However, the Daily Telegraph article conspicuously fails to
note, and the subsequent “Days of Rage” in the West Bank and
Gaza clearly demonstrate, that virtuous war is anything but less
destructive, deadly, or bloody for those on the receiving end of the
big technological stick. And the newspaper is not alone in this
sometimes blithe but often intentional oversight. Bloody ethnic
and religious conflicts involving land mines, small arms, terrorist
bombings, and even machetes persist. In the chapters that follow,
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I try to comprehend how the sanitization of violence that began
with the Gulf War has come to overpower the mortification of the
body that marks communal wars in Nagorno-Karabakh, Soma-
lia, Bosnia, Rwanda, and elsewhere. Virtuous war is many things:
a felicitous oxymoron, a form of deterrence, a growing paradox,
an ominous sign of things to come. Yet in the final analysis that it
seeks to evade, virtuous war is still about killing others.

Virtuous war is much more than a new form of organized vio-
lence. From the fifties’ cybernetic notion of the “automation” to
William Gibson’s 1987 coining of “cyberspace” as a “consensual
hallucination,” the virtual has shared an isomorphic relationship
to the unreal, surreal, the hyperreal. And like reality’s most intim-
ate counterpart, the dream, virtuous war requires a critical
awakening if we are not to sleepwalk through the manifold traves-
ties of war, whether between states or tribes, classes or castes,
genders or generations. Call it a dream-state, a symbolic realm, or
merely an illusion, virtuous war projects a mythos as well as an
ethos, a kind of collective unconscious for an epoch’s greatest
aspirations and greatest insecurities. Indeed, it is heroic if not
Homeric in its practice and promise: On one side, the face of
Achilles, a tragic figure who represents the virzzi (as well as hubris)
of the great warrior, of honor, loyalty, and violence, willing to
sacrifice his life for others in a strange land; and on the other,
Odysseus, a man of many devices (polymechanos) and many con-
trivances (polymetis), who prefers techné to virti, cunning (and
punning) to warring and wandering, who just wants to come
home. Observing similar tensions at work in interwar Germany,
the literary critic Walter Benjamin said, “Only a thoughtless
observer can deny that correspondences come into play between
the world of modern technology and the archaic symbol-world of
mythology.”?

My grandfathers’ wars gave me virtual cause for this book. But
my personal motivations come with a perennial intellectual reser-
vation: How to tell the story of war? How to convey its dangers
and horrors without falling prey to the preferred contemporary
formats of neutral documentary or Oprah exposé? Any portrayal
of war presents dangers for the chronicler, many obvious, some
not so obvious; but virtuous war in particular poses some serious
obstacles. One tactic is to record war from the bunker and the
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beaches, so close that the word on the page, the image on the film,
is imprinted by, practically drips with, the carnage of war. We
might call this approach, pace Spielberg, “Saving the Reality
Principle.”

Another is to keep a distance, to extract the causes, structures,
and patterns of war. Either way, the choice seems to be Hobbes
or Hobson: the blood-drenched prose, the cinéma vérité, the
permanent war-of-all-against-all of the realist; or the bloodless,
value-free, hygienic wars of the social scientist. Some writers, like
John Keegan and Stephen Ambrose, have managed to work effect-
ively, even eloquently, the space between the trenches and the
ivory tower. But the wars they wrote about, full of heroic figures
caught in black-and-white representations, are not the wars that
we face now and in the future. The new wars are fought in the
same manner as they are represented, by military simulations and
public dissimulations, by real-time surveillance and TV live-feeds.
Virtuality collapses distance, between here and there, near and far,
fact and fiction. It widens the distance between those who have
and those who have not. Representing the most penetrating and
sharpest (to the point of invisibility) edge of globalization, it dis-
appears the local and the particular. It leaves little space for the
detached observer.

The problem of representation is compounded by the erosion
of war as the ultimate reality-check of international politics.
Declared once, many times, dead, sovereignty remains the pri-
mary means by which the supreme power and legitimate violence
of the state is territorially exercised in international politics. Now,
however, the sovereign state seems to regain its vigor virtually,
through media spasms about new threats from States-of-Concern-
formerly-known-as-Rogues (to invoke the other Prince) that war-
rant a $60 billion ballistic missile defense, and new strains of killer
diseases that make X-Files seem understated. The most bally-
hooed virtual threat is “cyberterrorism,” ominously mooted by
the media and anticipated by the Pentagon as the “next Pearl
Harbor”—which must amuse (and motivate) teenage hackers who
make up the overwhelming bulk of such computer “attacks.”
Notorious as they might be, infowar, netwar, and cyberwar do not
constitute the most dangerous form of virtuous war.

Dwarfed by the seeming ubiquity of the cyberthreat, drowned
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out by the white noise of media coverage of it, important questions
about virtuous war go begging. Is virtualization, not globaliza-
tion, turning the millennial tide? Are war and the sovereign state
disappearing, soon to be relics for the museum of modernity? Or
have they virtually become the undead, haunting international
politics like specters? Is virtualization the continuation of war (as
well as politics) by other means? Is it repudiating, reversing, or
merely updating classical strategists like Carl von Clausewitz? Is
virtuality replacing the reality of war? Will real or just a simulated
peace result from “humanitarian intervention”? In short, is virtu-
ous war the harbinger of a new world order, or a brave new world?

This book raises these questions by means of a travelogue.
Rather than attempt a neutral, academic account of new forms of
warfare and diplomacy, I have chosen to take the readers along: to
put them virtually inside the war machine, to experience its power
and seduction, to understand its inertial development, to try to
plot its future path, and perhaps even to find the monkey wrench
that might stop it dead in its tracks. The latter is unlikely, however,
for I have come to accept Clausewitz’s belief that although par-
ticular wars might not be necessary, war in general and for the
foreseeable future is inevitable. Which is why the future of war—
after the Cold War, uncivil wars in the Balkans, a genocidal war in
Rwanda, a ratcheting war in the Middle East, a convulsion of
nuclear tests on the subcontinent of Asia, and a brewing war of
blood and oil on the Caucasus—remains a consuming issue. I do
not find all the answers; but I end this book with the first steps
toward a virtual theory for the military strategies, philosophical
questions, ethical issues, and political controversies that surround
the future of war and peace.

I begin my travels in virtuality on a hilltop in the Mojave
Desert, watching the first digitized Advanced Warfighting Experi-
ment (AWE) unfold at the Army’s National Training Center. His-
torically, however, this book begins where general-turned-
president Eisenhower left off in his famous (but little debated)
1961 farewell address, warning of the “danger that public policy
could itself become the captive of a scientific-technological elite.”
But with the addition of the media and entertainment industries
to the mix, a seductive captivation now augments the powers of
what he had labeled the “military-industrial complex.” When the
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simulations used to train fighter pilots show up in the special
effects of Hollywood movies, four-person Marine fire-teams train
with the video game Doom, and Disney’s former head Imagineer,
Bran Ferren, becomes an interior decorator for a naval command
ship, reality becomes one more attraction at the Virtual Theme
Park of War and Peace.’

With apologies to Eisenhower, this project travels to the cyborg
heart of the “military-industrial-media-entertainment network,”
not only to investigate the role of “MIME-NET” in the produc-
tion of war, but to study up close the mimetic power that travels
along the hyphens. I am not claiming that this relationship is
wholly new. The River Rouge plant in which my grandfather
worked owed a great deal to Henry Ford’s copying of the British
Royal Navy’s innovations in the mass-production of cannon and
ships; and in turn, Ford’s assembly line production and hier-
archical system of manufacturing became a mimetic model for the
new Hollywood studio system of vertically controlling actors,
movies, and theaters.’ The feedback loop between military and
civilian technology, particularly during and after the Second
World War, from the cracking of German codes at Bletchley Park
(the computer), to the early development of radar (the television),
to the first semiautomated air defense systems (networks), has
also been well documented.® What is qualitatively new is the
power of the MIME-NET to seamlessly merge the production,
representation, and execution of war. The result is not merely the
copy of a copy, or the creation of something new: It represents a
convergence of the means by which we distinguish the original
and the new, the real from the reproduced.

Where once the study and practice of war began and ended
with the black box of the state, new modes of production and
networks of information have created new demarcations of power
and identity, reality and virtuality. My intention is to map how
new technologies and media of simulation create a fidelity
between the representation and the reality of war; the human
mimetic faculty for entertainment and gaming join forces with
new cyborg programs for killing and warring; and, as our desire
for peace and order confronts an increasingly accelerated, highly
contingent, uncertain future, virtuous war becomes the preferred
means to secure the global interests of the United States.
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In search of answers, and to separate the hype from the
hyperreality of virtuous war, I decided early on to forgo the public
affairs machine of the Pentagon, to avoid the vices of academic
abstraction as well as secondhand journalism, and to go where
doctrine confronts reality (or, as my military handlers liked to put
it, “where the rubber meets the road”). I have spent the last seven
years trying to get behind and beyond the images of modern
warfare. My travels have taken me to places not usually visited by
scholars or pundits. I journey in the chapters that follow to:
Orlando, Florida, to see military officers and corporate leaders
showcase their information technology at joint conferences on
simulations; the East Mojave Desert to chase after the “Krasno-
vian Brigade” during digitized war games at the Army National
Training Center; to Central Command in Tampa to learn how
computer gamers were busy programming the lessons of the Gulf
War for the next war; to Fort Knox, Kentucky, to observe a dis-
tributed SimNet tank exercise in action; to the Combat and
Maneuvering Training Center in Hohenfels, Germany, to watch
the First Armored Division “peacegame” their humanitarian
intervention into Bosnia; to X-File territory at the Defense
Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) in Virginia, to
learn how the Synthetic Theater of War (STOW) was being cre-
ated to integrate virtual, live, and constructive simulations of war
in real time; back again to Orlando, to visit STRI-COM (Simula-
tion, Training, and Instrumentation Command), the newest, and
probably the most unusual command post in the military; to the
Bay Area to observe its occupation by the navy and marines in the
“Urban Warrior” experiment; and then to Vicenza, Italy, to com-
pare the claims and the outcome of the air campaign in Kosovo. I
did eventually make the pilgrimage to the Pentagon, interviewing,
among others, Andrew Marshall, director of the Office of Net
Assessment, the Yoda of the Revolution in Military Affairs, and
General Wesley Clark, former Supreme Allied Commander in
Europe, on the day before his retirement from the army.

My travels end not far from where they started, in Los Angeles,
where the Pentagon and Hollywood announced at the University
of Southern California a new collaborative project. Over $40 mil-
lion will be spent to establish an “Institute for Create Techno-
logies,” where the best military gamers, computer graphic artists,
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and entertainment executives can gather to prepare for the next
war. From the desert to the laboratory to the studio, this
book chronicles the successive stages—if not always successful
staging—of virtuous warfare.

Inside and outside the military, and with the recent Republican
presidential victory, the future of war is up for grabs. With lives
and profits at stake, wars of position and maneuver are being
fought on multiple fronts, within and among the military services,
between Congress and the White House, in think tanks and
defense industries, at home and abroad. In my travels, I come
across many cases of open dissent and secret battles, where “mud
soldiers” are fighting a rear-guard action against the “virtuous
warriors.” All are struggling with the uncertainties of the post-
Cold War era. And many, while paying tribute to the virtual
technologies as well as the virtues of humanitarian intervention,
harbor great doubts whether they will bring us closer to or further
from the intended goal of a more secure and just world order.

In the meantime and in most of the world, violence, fear, and
terror persist and continue to resist both moral indictment and
technological fixes—which is why I try to remain agnostic yet
engaged in my travels, to avoid both neutral academic observation
and simple moral condemnation. The argument of this book will
not make for good sound bites, Powerpoint slides, or policy bul-
lets. My goal is to intrigue rather than instruct the reader; in this
sense, this book is as much a detective story as a cautionary tale.
Scholars and journalists have been slow to cover the story of
virtuous war, mainly because they can’t find the smoking gun, let
alone the increasingly virtualized body. I know where the bodies
are, and, from my own family history, know too well the signifi-
cance of when they go missing. I committed myself to wandering
in deserts real and virtual because I believe most profoundly, as
Walter Benjamin did in the waning days of the Weimar Republic,
that “in times of terror, when everyone is something of a conspir-
ator, everybody will be in a situation where he has to play
detective.”



1 The tank and the tortoise

Theorists soon found out how difficult the subject was and felt
justified in evading the problem by again directing their principles
and systems only to physical matters and unilateral activity. As in
the science concerning preparation for war, they wanted to reach
a set of sure and positive conclusions, and for that reason con-
sidered only factors that could be mathematically calculated.
(Carl von Clausewitz, On War)

When you emerge from the desert, your eyes go on trying to create
emptiness all around; in every inhabited area, every landscape
they see desert beneath, like a watermark.

(Jean Baudrillard, America)

In the high Mojave Desert, a pale imitation of trauma brought
memories of my grandfathers’ wars back to the surface. Except
for the odd schoolyard fight, and getting beat up in a demonstra-
tion in Paris, I had managed to avoid anything remotely as violent
as a battlefield. Yet on a desert hilltop, images of my grandfathers’
wars rose and merged with the heat, noise, and immediacy of
the approaching battle below.

I first heard of Fort Irwin at the beginning of the end of the
Cold War, in a brief newspaper report about a visit made by
the first President Bush. He had come by in February 1989 to
observe a war game pitting the Third Armored Brigade of the
Ninth Infantry Division against the Ninety-seventh Krasnovian
Motorized Rifle Brigade. On the day of Bush’s arrival, President
Mikhail Gorbachev had done the unthinkable and announced an
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end to the Soviet Communist Party’s monopoly on power. Outfit-
ted in camouflage jacket, pinstripe trousers, and wing-tip shoes,
Bush called a five-minute time-out to the war game to let the 2,689
soldiers below know the good news. By radio link he informed
them from a ridge above that “we are pleased to see Chairman
Gorbachev’s proposal to expand steps toward pluralism.” He
pledged, however, “not to let down our guard against a worldwide
threat.” Inspired, the Krasnovians, as they are wont to do at the
National Training Center (NTC), made borscht out of the Third
Brigade. Bush didn’t get to see the Soviet victory; he had already
left for the Livermore Labs for a briefing on Star Wars, another
system designed to defeat factual forces by fictitious ones.

Five years later I decided to make Fort Irwin the first stop of my
virtual pilgrimage, to see how the future of warfare was being
written in the desert sands of the Mojave. Created in 1981, Fort
Irwin’s purpose is to take American troops (and NATO allies) as
close to the edge of war as the technology of simulation and the
rigors of the environment will allow. My trip got off to a bad start. I
was on a seemingly endless two-lane highway; it was too early, too
dark, and, not wanting to give the public affairs officer another
opportunity to explain what oh-five hundred meant, I was driving
too fast to catch the first yellow warning sign. Fortunately I spot-
ted the second one, just before the real thing crossed the road, of a
black silhouette of a tank and underneath, TANK XING.

Digitally enhanced, computer-accessorized, and budgetarily
gold-plated from the bottom of their combat boots to the top
of their kevlar helmets, the 194th Separate Armored Brigade
from Fort Knox, Kentucky, had come to Fort Irwin for Operation
Desert Hammer VI. The first “Digital Rotation” of troops, this
experimental war game was developed to show the top brass, a
host of junketing congressmen, any potential enemies, and us—
an odd mix of media—how, in the words of the press release,
“digital technology can enhance lethality, operations tempo and
survivability across the combined arms team in a tactically com-
petitive training environment.” In other words, the task force
had come wired, to kill better, move faster, and live longer than
the enemy.

In my mind, the pre-war game hype triggered all kinds of skep-
tical questions. Was digitization going to cut through the fog of
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war, or just add more layers of confusion? Could computers
control the battlefield, or would the friction of war conquer the
computers? Would the digital buzz drown out ethical questions?
Would these new technologies further distance the killer from the
business of killing?

These are hardly unfamiliar questions, even for the army. Back
when messages traveled at the speed of a horse and overhead
surveillance meant a hilltop, the Prussian strategist, Carl von
Clausewitz, warned in On War against the arrogance of leaders
who thought scripted battles would resemble the actual thing:
“The general unreliability of all information presents a special
problem in war: all action must, to a certain extent, be planned
in a mere twilight, which in addition not infrequently—like the
effect of fog or moonlight—gives to things exaggerated dimen-
sions and an unnatural appearance.”! Would digitization, the
merging of the infospace with the battlespace, render Clausewitz’s
famous dictum obsolete? Understandably, Clausewitz didn’t have
much to say about infowar, netwar, cyberwar, and the like. He
did, however, dismiss all contemporary attempts to use “positive
theory” and technical knowledge to close the gap between planned
and actual war. In his words, models, systems, and codes of war
were finite syntheses, while war was inherently complex, open-
ended, and interactive. To fight the digital hype and the illusion
of a technological fix, I intended to follow his advice: apply, in his
words, a “critical inquiry” that “poses the question to what are the
peculiar effects of the means employed, and whether these effects
conform to the intention with which they were used.”

Operation Desert Hammer, however, was to turn Clausewitz
on his head. Not only did the strategic effects of digitization prove
to be very peculiar and to bear little conformity with the adver-
tised intentions of the army; they seemed destined to replace an
increasingly irrelevant nuclear balance of terror with a simulation
of digitized superiority: call it the new cyberdeterrent.

By the end of the first day, after chasing the black-bereted
Krasnovians through the Whale Gap and, lo, into the Valley of
Death, watching them kick American khaki all the way to the
John Wayne Hills, I was left with no better sense of whether the
professed claims for the digitized army were true or not. One
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reason is that the use of digitization was not readily apparent—or
even visible. So we largely had to rely on the claims of the glossy
brochures and our voluble briefers and handlers. Since these
claims often came in packaged phrases and punchy sound bites,
my skepticism kicked in early. Many had the ring of a corporate
advertising campaign. Top of the list, with budget cuts clearly
on everyone’s mind, was “Smaller is not better: better is better.”
Others sounded like a hybrid of Nick Machiavelli and Bill Gates—
“Win the Battlefield Information War”—or of a New Army for
the New Age—“Project and Sustain the Force.” Analogies pro-
liferated like mad: digitization is equivalent to the addition of
the stirrup to the saddle, or the integration of helicopters into the
army. By the second day I could fathom the meaning, but not test
the truth of some statements, like “digitization will get us inside
the enemy’s decision-making cycle.” And I could only think of a
sky full of frogs with wings when one of the public affairs officers
boldly declared that “If General Custer had digitization, he never
would have had a last stand.”

On paper, however, the combination of brute force and high
tech did appear formidable. At the high end of the lethality spec-
trum there was the improved MIA2 Abrams main battle tank,
carrying an IVIS (Inter-Vehicular Information System) which
could collect real-time battlefield data from overhead JSTAR
aircraft (Joint Surveillance and Target Attack Radar System),
Pioneer unmanned aerial vehicles equipped with video cameras,
and global positioning satellite systems (GPS) to display icons
of friendlies and foes on a computer-generated map overlay. At
the low end, there was the “21st Century Land Warrior” (also
called “warfighter,” but never “soldier” or “infantryman”), who
came equipped with augmented day and night vision scopes
mounted on his M-16, a GPS, 8 mm video camera, and one-inch
ocular LED screen connected by a flexible arm to his kevlar,
and an already-dated 486 Lightweight Computer Unit in his
backpack, all wired for voice or digital-burst communication to
a BattleSpace Command Vehicle with an All Source Analysis
System that could collate the information and coordinate the
attack through a customized Windows program. “Using the power
of the computer microprocessor and digital electronics,” digitiza-
tion was designed to be a “force multiplier”: the “horizontal



6  Virtuous War

integration of information nodes” and the “exchange of real-time
information and data” were going “to establish friendly force
dominance of enemy forces.” In short, the army was creating
a C41 bundle (command, control, communication, computers,
and intelligence) of soft-, hard-, and wetware for the coming
information war.

I wondered what Clausewitz, who warned that “a far more
serious menace is the retinue of jargon, technicalities, and meta-
phors,”® would have made of this press packet. Or what was
handed out in the predawn along with it and our helmets: two sets
of release forms with lots of fine print. I sensed the disdain of my
media cohort, a reporter and photographer from the Army Times,
because I insisted on reading the release before signing it. It wasn’t
the physical harm stuff that bothered me (that much); it was the
clause about permissible photo-ops. It seemed to suggest that the
army could refuse the taking of any staged photographs. Since I
interpreted all of what we were about to see as staged, couldn’t
this amount to a blanket restriction? A higher-up was called over,
who assured me that this meant only that I could not request a
rerun of a battle scene in case I missed it the first time around.
Dan Rather probably would have demanded rights to a director’s
cut, but I signed the thing before I used up my quota of goodwill.

When the motto miasma met the fog of war on the first day of
battle, the fog seemed to win out—especially since it came amply
supplemented by sand, dust, and smoke (the latter provided in
copious amounts by M54 pulse-jet smoke dischargers). Our hand-
ler, Major Childress, already introduced, did his best to explain
what was going on around us. After leading our small convoy of
three High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicles ( HMMWYV),
known as “Humvees,” to that fine hillside perch to watch the dawn
battle unfold, he provided a running commentary for what we
could see—and also what we could hear as we eavesdropped on
the radio traffic among the combatants, and heard those reports
of fratricide or “friendly fire.”

Nobody wanted to go on record to say how the battle started. 1
later learned from a defense industry rep squirreled away in a back
room that it began out of sight (and out of the public eye) with
the launch of a cruise missile off the Californian coast; it landed
somewhere on the live-fire range (rather than, say, a Las Vegas
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casino). For us, the battle began with an array of Black Hawk
and Apache helicopters coming in so close to the deck that we
looked down from above as they flew by. My first thought was of
the two U.S. helicopters mistakenly shot down by U.S. fighter
planes over Iraq the week before the exercise, a deadly case of
“friendly fire.” The first Black Hawk, equipped with external fuel
tanks, did bear a resemblance to a Soviet Hind. I filed away the
question as an F-16 followed it, sweeping over our hill and drop-
ping flares to confuse possible ground-to-air missiles. Had the
pilots that shot down the helicopters ever trained against Black
Hawks pretending to be Soviet Hinds?

The level of confusion rose as loud bangs joined the visuals. An
M-22 simulator round, about the size of a fat shotgun shell, went
off as a nearby Stinger crew fired at an F-16. Then came the white
plumes of “Hoffmans,” blanks that simulate the flash and bang
of tank and artillery fire, spreading across the battlefield. The
arrival of the main show was signaled by tracks of dust on the
horizon. Tanks, Humvees with TOWS (Tube Launched Optically
Tracked Wire Guided missiles), and armored personnel carriers
came out of the wadis with a burst of speed. As the Opposing
Forces (OPFOR) began to mix it up with the visiting Twenty-
fourth Mechanized Division, vehicles bearing the orange flags
of the war game observer/controllers darted in and out as they
tallied up the kills. They depended on the MILES, or Multiple
Integrated Laser Engagement Systems (first developed by Xerox
Electro-Optical, now better known as laser tag), which were
attached to every weapon from the M-16s to F-16s. Configured to
match the range of each weapon system, the Gallium Arsenide
laser, for example, on the M1A2 main battle tanks could reach
out and touch someone at 3,000 meters. Hits and near misses
were recorded by the sensors on the vests and belts that circled
soldiers and vehicles alike, and transmitted by microwave relay
transmitters back to computers in the “Star Wars” (also known in
some circles by the more imperial-sounding “Dark Star”) build-
ing from which the battle was run. From our hillside we could see
the flashing yellow strobes of the MILES sensors spread across
the battlefield as the OPFORS cut through the American forces.
Simulation-hardened and terrain-savvy, the “Krasnovians,” as
they are, post-Cold War, nostalgically still called, rarely lose—even
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on the rare occasions when they must redial the threat and take on
the garb and tactics of the “Sumarians” (Iraqis) or “Hamchuks”
(North Koreans).

Suddenly we received a radio order to move: our position was
about to be overrun. Events were moving more swiftly than com-
mands: the Krasnovian tanks had already crested the ridge and
were heading for us. Sensing a good photo-op, I brought my cam-
era up to greet them. It wasn’t until the tanks were within smelling
distance that I realized everyone else had scurried, for good rea-
son, to the other side of the hill. I found myself alone and in a
very precarious position.

Synapses fired and hormones mixed into a high-octane cock-
tail, telling me to fight or take flight. I did neither. I froze, feeling
that terrifying yet seductive rush that comes when the usual
boundaries, between past and present, war and game, spectator
and participant, break down. The catatonia was short; but caught
in an extraordinary balance between real and pretend states of
danger, I experienced a strange, dreamlike synchronicity. I was
there, but not there. The threat was unreal, distanced by high
technology and the simulation of war; and yet, with the approach-
ing tank, all too real. I could imagine yet deny death, my own as
well as others. Detached and yet connected to a dangerous situ-
ation by a kind of traumatic voyeurism, I watched myself watch
the tanks bear down. In this moment elongated by terror, I
entered the borderlands of simulation, where fear and fun, friend
and foe, all blur together.

I was standing still and yet still traveling, from one grand-
father’s displaced experience to the other’s, from the coke-oven
hell to a theme-park Elysian Fields, from then to now, where
soldiers died, got up, and lived to fight another day. In this virtual
world, dying and killing become less plausible—and all the more
possible.

Memory provided a way out of the trauma of the moment,
not so much an escape but a way to reconnect the real and unreal,
to put the present and past together, to put my cousin’s head
back on the body—to re-member who 1 was and why I was here.
One might call what I experienced (but for fear of diminishing
my grandfathers’ wars) a poetic, even epiphanic moment. More
precisely, since the event eventually transformed a jumble of
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thoughts and fears into these words, it represented a poiesis, the
creative force that ancient Greeks derived from the staging of
life’s tragedies, many of them founded in deaths brought about
by an excess of pride and violence. Fort Irwin might be a military
base stuck in the middle of the Mojave Desert, but like not-too-
distant Las Vegas, it was a perfect stage for the evocation of past
and future, hopes and fears. I had entered the theater of war, not
literally but virtually. And paradoxically, war became flesh.

In less poetic and more immediate technical terms, I witnessed
the virtual continuation of war by other means. The means were
technological; the continuation was one of distance foreshortened
by speed of bytes and bits, missives and missiles. Distance was
afforded by the F-16s and A-10s flying overhead; the simulated
launch of precision munitions; the remote video cameras perched
on the hilltops; the laser-sensor arrays on every soldier and
every weapon; the computer networks that controlled the battle-
space; and all the other digital technologies operating as “force-
multipliers.” To be sure, accident, friction, or miscalculation could,
and at times did, collapse this virtual distancing. However, the
ultimate measurement of distance in war, the difference between
life and death, was nowhere in sight.

I eventually did manage to cut across the ridge, rejoin the group,
and make my way back to civilization—if Barstow, California,
qualifies. When 1 replayed the videotape of the battle in my
Quality Inn room, a further shift in perspective took place, from
a shared terror to a kind of personal voyeurism. In retrospect,
out of the time-loopiness of the moment, where previews of the
future merged with flashbacks to the past, my experience bore
little resemblance to my grandfathers’. The reality of death had
been twice removed, by video and by simulation. My grand-
fathers’ wars disappeared into the multiple levels of virtuality
inscribed on the blank desert slate of Fort Irwin. There the
landscape was a five-dimensional “battlespace,” with soldiers as
“land warriors,” and the enemy not as flesh and blood but as
iconic symbol, a “target-of-opportunity” on a computer screen.
At a purely tactical level, without the benefit of night-goggles,
overhead drones, JSTAR aircraft, satellite reconnaissance, my
grandfathers could not have even seen let alone recognized this
virtualized enemy. Smart, brilliant, over-the-horizon weapons
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reached and killed far beyond their ken. Lasers attached to M-16s
stood in for bullets, and when a sensor vest registered a hit, dis-
appointment, not death, was the strongest reaction.

Nonetheless, in that moment of mimesis—what the Greek
tragedians and many psychologists consider to be the most fun-
damental form of learning—a past trauma had been retriggered
and newly comprehended. Trauma, Freud tells us, can be reen-
acted, even reexperienced, but cannot be understood at the
moment of shock. This is what Michael Herr was getting at in
Dispatches, when he wrote about his experiences in Vietnam:

It took the war to teach it, that you were as responsible for
everything you saw as you were for everything you did. The
problem was that you didn’t always know what you were see-
ing until later, maybe years later, that a lot of it never made it
in at all, it just stayed stored there in your eyes.’

In a sense, then, war has always been a virtual reality, too trau-
matic for immediate comprehension. But now there is an added
danger, a further barrier to understanding it. When compared
to the real trauma of war, the pseudotrauma of simulation pales.
But an insidious threat emerges from its shadowing of reality.
In this high-tech rehearsal for war, one learns how to kill but
not to take responsibility for it, one experiences “death” but
not the tragic consequences of it. In the extreme case, with the
predisposed pathologies of a Slobodan Milosevic in Serbia,
a Timothy McVeigh in Oklahoma City, or an Eric Harris in
Littleton, Colorado, this can lead to a kind of doubling or split-
ting of the self that psychologists Robert Jay Lifton and Erik
Markusen see as a source of the “genocidal mentality.” But what
I witnessed was more a closing than an opening of a schism,
between how we see and live, represent and experience, simulate
and fight war. New technologies of imitation and simulation as
well as surveillance and speed had collapsed the geographical dis-
tance, chronological duration, the gap itself between the reality
and virtuality of war. As the confusion of one for the other grows,
we face the danger of a new kind of trauma without sight, drama
without tragedy, where television wars and video war games blur
together. We witness this not only at the international level, from
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the Gulf War to the Kosovo campaign, but also on the domestic
front, where two teenagers predisposed to violence confused the
video game Doom for the high school classroom.

Of course at the time, all this was more of a psychobiological
reaction than an intellectual insight. But I did sense at the moment
a dirty secret of war-cum-game bubbling to the surface. I tasted
for the first time that combination of fear and fun that allows the
soldier to espy yet deny death, their own as well as others’.

As we rode back to the base that day, I wondered what effect
digitization would have on this existential juice. Not quite sure
how to pose the question to Major Childress—who already
seemed to have some doubts about my take on things after I asked
if they simulate accidents (“No, we have those for real here”)—I
decided to let it sit for awhile. Besides, bouncing around and
eating dust in a Humvee at fifty miles per hour was an effective
deterrent against long, philosophical conversations. Remarkably,
the correspondent from the Army Times had fallen asleep, his
kevlared head jerking around like a rag-doll version of G.I. Joe.
I longed for the comfort of my motel, the coolness of the pool—
or just a vehicle with a windshield. I could barely hack a day
of simulated battle, let alone a real war. Judging from some of
the thousand-mile stares I got from the Stinger teams, Abrams
tankers, and Paladin howitzer crews that I had interviewed, I
realized that Fort Irwin had effectively replicated at least one of
the primary characteristics of modern, round-the-clock warfare:
fatigue. Surprisingly often, to the extent that it almost appeared
scripted, soldiers responded to my question about the reality fac-
tor of simulations with the claim that the Gulf War was much
easier than this. Keeping up with machines is a dirty business.

Day Two began, as the first, in the dark and behind schedule.
But this time I did catch the icon on the first yellow warning sign.
It was a tortoise, not a tank. One more question for the major.

The main group had already left. A Humvee was waiting and
ready to catch up to the media convoy. My new driver, however,
failed to inspire much confidence. He was unable to make radio
contact with the major and kept switching frequencies until I
suggested that he put up the antenna. And finally acknowledging
we were lost, he radioed for directions, only to get the message
wrong. I thought the LAPD clearly had the digitized jump on the
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army in communications: with all the ambient noise of a mechan-
ized battlefield, a screen readout would be vastly superior to the
spoken word. But our next stop revealed that the army was actu-
ally preparing to leapfrog that generation of technology.

After a cross-country shortcut through a minefield (marked by
round plastic bowls that looked like doggie dishes) and a couple
more wrong turns, we caught up with the rest of the group at what
appeared to be a desert rest stop for twenty-first century warfight-
ers. [ was directed to a medical unit, simulating the latest in “tele-
medicine.” Each soldier in Operation Desert Hammer carried a
3.5 inch computer disk in their breast pocket, not to stop a bullet
but to store a digitized image of their predestined wound. In a real
war in the near-future a video camera would record the body
damage. In this case the medic popped the disk into a portable
Powerbook to discover that his victim had a sucking chest wound.
The image was digitized and transferred via a radio link to a
triage unit in the rear, where a doctor talked the medic through
the treatment of the wounded soldier. It seemed to work: the
soldier got up and walked away from the stretcher when I moved
on to another way station of the digitized army.

My next stop was the Next Generation, or so it seemed, for a
Borg was on display. Here was a warfighter in the flesh—and
metal—just as he had been described in the brochures. His eyes
shielded by wrap-around Terminator shades, he gave me a long
rap about the capabilities of his gear in a flat monotone, Kansas
or thereabouts.

“At the top of my kevlar is the Global Positioning antenna. It
goes to the computer which fits in the radio compartment of the
ruck. It gives me an eight-digit military grid, wherever we are in
the world. On the right side of the kevlar we have the helmet-
mounted display—or HMD as we like to call it. Through this
we see our computer screen and our three digital visual devices.
One, our Sony 8 mm camera on the left side of my kevlar, which
is a daylight camera—what you see is what you get. The second
device being a thermal sight which picks up heat off the battlefield
and transfers it into an image we can see, through smoke, fog,
anything that limits our visibility. The third being the image inten-
sifier, or eye-squared as we like to call it. It takes available light
and intensifies it to give us a picture. All three of these can take
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pictures which we send back to the rear through our 486 light-
weight computer unit in my rucksuck, beside the PRC-139 which
is a standard military radio modified to send digital messages
over FM radio wave. This is only a prototype. The system right
now weighs thirty pounds, including weapon, but in the future we
plan to get it smaller and lighter.”

After the warfighter finished I asked if he knew that it had all
been done before, that he was a dead ringer for one of those
tough, wired-to-the-max colonial marines in the film Aliens. His
reply bordered on curt: “I don’t know about that, sir” (all media
reps enjoy an instant field promotion to officer); but it came in a
tone that said he sure as shit did know about that. Never, never
confuse an army grunt, especially a fully digitized one, with a
marine no-neck, even if only a fictional one. It seemed that all the
hype we were hearing about the new era of joint operations was
slow in making its way down through the ranks.

Next I was led to the latest version of the Abrams tank, an
M1A2. I took a few pictures and started to walk away but was
stopped by the hovering major, who asked, as he might ask a child
if they wanted a piece of candy, “Do you want to take a look
inside?” He surely registered my surprise. During a preliminary
visit to the NTC I had been told that I could take pictures of just
about anything—but in no instance the inside of an M1 tank,
which remained classified. Now I was being urged to videotape a
state-of-the-art model of the same vehicle down to the last micro-
chip. A gunner walked me through the cyberspaces of the IVIS
computer targeting system: your position triangulated by satellite,
here an enemy targeted by laser range-finding and thermal-
imaging, and there a friendly identified by a relay from a JSTAR
flying overhead.

At the end of this digital whirlwind I was left impressed—
clearly the intent—and somewhat confused, not just by the
untroubled faith in high technology but also by this untrammeled
access to it. I had asked the stock questions: Would the friction
of war overheat a cybernetic battle plan? Would the surge of
information overload all these digitized systems, especially the
primary informational node of the battle net, the warfighters?
And I had received for the most part by-the-book responses: per-
haps, but not so far, and besides this is all in the experimental
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stage. 1 remembered Clausewitz’s critical approach, to match
means and ends, to pair effects and intentions. Surely they could
not be effectively tested here at Fort Irwin, for the simulation of
digitized battle only further distanced the theory and planning
from the violence and chaos of war, and reduced the ethical ques-
tion of killing to a matter of maximizing efficiency. Perhaps I was
asking the wrong set of questions.

Perhaps it was my preoccupation with the Gulf War, or rather,
the quick victory for which the NTC training was being credited.
The army prided itself on being grounded in reality, in the way
that General Schwarzkopf during the war always referred to him-
self as nothing but a “mud soldier.” Now, like the navy and the air
force before, the army was leaping into a realm of hyperreality,
where the enemy disappeared as flesh and blood and reappeared
pixilated and digitized on computer screens in killing zones, as
icons of opportunity. Was there a paradox operating here, that
the closer the war game was able to technically reproduce the
reality of war, the greater the dangers that might arise from con-
fusing one for the other?

At the levels of tactical training as well as strategic planning,
a growing body of evidence warrants a critical investigation.
The case of the Black Hawk fratricide was perhaps still too
fresh, but a similar case, the shoot-down of the Iranian Airbus by
the USS Vincennes in 1988, does illustrate the problem. Both the
radar operator and the tactical information coordinator of the
Aegis missile system mistook a blip on a screen for an attacking
F-14. Did nine months of prior training by computer simulation
tapes undercut their own critical judgment and overpower the
correct information on their radar screen, of a plane flying level
at 12,000 feet?

At the strategic level there was a series of reported events lead-
ing up to Desert Shield that never seemed to have been followed
up on. In a US.A. Today interview Schwarzkopf revealed that
two years before the war U.S. intelligence had discovered that Iraq
was running computer simulations and war games for the inva-
sion of Kuwait. Indeed, Iraq had purchased a war game from the
Washington military-consulting firm BDM International to use
in its earlier war against Iran. Almost as an aside it was reported
in September 1990 on ABC Nightline that the software for the
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Kuwait invasion simulation was also purchased from a U.S. firm.*

Moreover, during the Desert Shield conflict Schwarzkopf stated
that he almost daily programmed possible conflicts with Iraq
on computers. It should be noted that Schwarzkopf’s mainland
posting was commander in chief of Central Command at Tampa,
Florida, which was an administrative headquarters in charge of
the Middle East, Southwest Asia, and Northeast Africa: that
is, a paper army without troops, tanks, or aircraft of its own.
Hence, without real troops, his affinity for computer simulations
1S unsurprising.

It turns out that the mud soldier Schwarzkopf was the first
cyberpunk general. Not well known is that Schwarzkopf spon-
sored a highly significant computer-simulated command post
exercise that was played in 1990, July 23 to 28, under the code
name of Exercise Internal Look "90. According to a news release
from Central Command, approximately 350 high-ranking mem-
bers from each of the military services gathered at Eglin Air
Force Base to war game how “command and control elements
from all branches of the military will be responding to real-world
scenarios similar to those they might be expected to confront
within the Central Command AOR [Area of Responsibility].”
The trigger for the real-world scenario? An Iraqi invasion of
Kuwait. The resulting contingency plan was the size of a large
telephone book, and spelled out everything from the number
of divisions required, to the number of casualties expected, and
the best way to handle the news media. Less than a week after
the exercise was completed, the Iraqis actually invaded Kuwait.
Schwarzkopf, according to his autobiography, found that his
planners at Central Command kept mixing up the reports from
Internal Look with the real thing (see Chapter 7, interview with
Michael Macedonia).

Had the paradox of simulation moved from the surreal to the
hyperreal? Was the Gulf War the product of a U.S. war game
designed to fight a war game bought by Iraq from a U.S. com-
pany? To be sure, the given reasons of protecting the oil fields
and deterring aggression were significant factors for rallying the
coalition forces. But is it possible that new—Ilet us say digitally
improved—simulations can precede and engender the reality
of war that they were intended to model and prepare for? To
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reinvoke and upend Clausewitz: can the strategic effects of digit-
ized means predetermine policy intentions?

Clearly the army wasn’t reading up on French critics like Jean
Baudrillard or Paul Virilio who inspire such questions. But I was
surprised to discover that they were reading—and reprinting—
cyberpunk novelist and Wired writer Bruce Sterling on the same
issues.® The day before my departure I had received from the NTC
an air-express package from the office of the Secretary of the
Army. Officially it was identified as the press kit for the Advanced
Warfighting Experiment, or AWE for short. But this did not do
it justice. Collected in a large three-ring binder with the triangle
logo for “The Digital Battlefield” on the cover (satellite, heli-
copter, and tank in each corner, connected by lightning bolts
to a warfighter in the middle) were over thirty press releases,
brochures, and articles on the army of the future. In style and
content they replicated the corporate publications that I had
picked up at the annual Interservice/Industry Training Systems
Conference in Orlando, where simulation industries like Loral,
Silicon Graphics, and Evans and Sutherland paraded their wares
to the military (see Chapter 4). Computer-generated images were
mixed in with all kinds of fonts and graphics. Indeed, it all looked
a bit like Wired magazine.

Leading the paper charge of the simulation brigade was a pro-
legomenon from the office of the Chief of Staff. It bears quota-
tion, since it provides the best encapsulation of the rationale
behind the twenty-first century army:

Today, we are on the threshold of a new era, and we must
proceed into it decisively. Today the Industrial Age is being
superseded by the Information Age, the Third Wave, hard on
the heels of the agrarian industrial eras. Our present Army is
well-configured to fight and win in the late Industrial Age,
and we can handle Agrarian-Age foes as well. We have begun
to move into Third Wave Warfare, to evolve a new force for a
new century—Force XXI.

A series of categorical imperatives for the Force XXI follow. They
call for nothing short of a paradigm-shift:
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Force XXI will represent a new way of thinking for a new
wave of warfare. We must be strategically flexible and more
lethal. We must leverage the power of the best soldiers in our
history through the use of state-of-the-art simulations and
realistic, simulator-enhanced training. We must accom-
modate the wide-range of operations being demanded of the
U.S. Intellectual change leads physical change—the mental
shift goes before the software and hardware.

One brochure, slicker than all the rest, maps out how the army
was making the future present. It bears the short yet pretentious
title “The Vision.” It leads with the now common litany of the
national security mandarins, that with the fall of the Berlin wall,
the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the rise of regional powers,
and the advent of MTV (reading between the lines here) no one can
safely predict what is to come, nor who is to be the next enemy.
The Chief of Staff, General Gordon Sullivan, asks, “What’s next?”
and answers, “No one knows.” Therefore, “We are relatively safe
in predicting, however, that the strategic environment in the
next decade will be dynamic, uncertain, and unstable.” Military
jargon married to technospeak usually calls for high waders, so I
was surprised to find a few pages later a box in the section on
“Exploit Modeling and Simulation” that read, well, like a good
cyberpunk novel:

The Distributed Simulation Internet, projected for the turn
of the century, is to be a creature of another order entirely
from SIMNET. Ten thousand linked simulators! Entire
literal armies online, global realtime, broadband, fiber-optic,
satellite-assisted, military simulation networking. And not
just connected, not just simulated. Seamless.

It gets better, and for good reason: it was written by Bruce
Sterling for Wired. What does it mean when Wired is appropriated
for the army’s “Vision”? Perhaps in the void of post-Cold War
strategy, when “enlargement” of democracy and free markets is
the first foreign-policy concept offered by the Clinton administra-
tion as a plausible replacement for “containment” of the Soviet
threat, it is wholly understandable that the army’s visionary reach
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should exceed its rhetorical grasp. Indeed, I had come across much
stranger intertexts in the course of the visit to Fort Irwin. One
briefer had described the intensity of Desert Hammer as some-
where between the Gulf War and Red Storm Rising. Not such a
surprise, considering that former Vice President Quayle had once
defended Star Wars (the antimissile system, not the movie—or
the building on base) by citing the same Tom Clancy novel.

Or perhaps something else was going on, something I sensed in
the M1A2, and again when I was granted video-taping privileges
not once but twice in the Star Wars building, command central
of the NTC. Was my presence at Fort Irwin, no less so than Bruce
Sterling’s in “The Vision,” just one more tactical exercise in the
army’s much-vaunted Information War? As early as 1964, after
reading a breathless promotional account of the “cyborg” under
development by GE and the military (from the photographs it
looked like a robotic elephant), Lewis Mumford warned of the
coming of a new “technological exhibitionism.”’ Thirty years on,
was I bearing witness to an even more powerful, possibly perverse
hybrid? What happens when we combine media voyeurism, tech-
nological exhibitionism, and strategic simulations? News flash: In
the twenty-first century army, we get the cyberdeterrent.

If this sounds far-fetched, consider the worst-case scenario that
continues to dominate strategic thinking. With the fall of the
Soviet Union, CIA director James Woolsey declared at his con-
firmation hearings that a “bewildering variety of poisonous
snakes” has sprung forth from the slain dragon. With the dragon
went the mighty if mainly illusory deterrence value of nuclear
weapons. On a quest since Vietnam (to fight only quick, popular,
winnable wars), and imbued by the spirit of Sun Tzu (“Those
skilled in war subdue the enemy’s army without battle”), the
twenty-first century army has perhaps now found in the cyber-
deterrent its Holy Grail. It is fast, digitized, and as spectacular
in simulation as it is global in effect. As nuclear proliferation
increases and the nuclear threshold declines, digitized warfare
has the advantage of being out of reach of all but the richest
states of concern (formerly known as rogues). And it makes a hell
of a photo-op.

Moreover, the digitized deterrence machine bears an important
similarity to its nuclear counterpart: it does not necessarily have



The tank and the tortoise 19

to work in order to be effective. Its power lies in a symbolic
exchange of metaphysical signs—give or take the odd reality-
check in the desert to bring religion to the doubters. Hence spec-
tacles like Desert Hammer 1V, to render visible and plausible the
cyberdeterrent for all those potential snakes that might not have
sufficiently learned the lesson of the first (if prototypical) virtuous
war, Desert Storm.

Once again the desert functions as backdrop for the melodrama
of national security. With an assist from Disneyland, Hollywood,
and Silicon Valley, the National Training Center, full of video
cameras, computerized special effects, not to mention thrilling
rides, has superseded Los Alamos and the Nevada Test Site to
become the premier production set for the next generation of U.S.
strategic superiority. Can the army go on to win the information
war without firing another (real) shot? Of slightly lesser concern,
can one conduct a critical inquiry of the information war without
becoming, well, just another informant for it, a box in the army’s
sequel issue, “(Re)Vision™?

Biologist turned social critic Donna Haraway, more sanguine
than Mumford about the technological turn, offers a possible
escape pod from the dilemma. She seeks to avoid the disasters but
does not forsake the advantages of technoscience. In her embry-
onic 1985 essay, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs,” she troubles the bin-
ary opposition between Mother Nature and Father Science to
imagine a friendlier model:

From one perspective, a cyborg world is about the final
imposition of a grid of control on the planet, about the final
abstraction embodied in a Star War, apocalypse waged in the
name of defense, about the final appropriation of women’s
bodies in a masculinist orgy of war. From another perspec-
tive, a cyborg world might be about lived social and bodily
realities in which people are not afraid of their joint kinship
with animals and machines, not afraid of permanently partial
identities and contradictory standpoints. The political strug-
gle is to see from both perspectives at once because each
reveals both dominations and possibilities unimaginable from
the other vantage point.®
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On Day Three, at the finish line of the war game, I discovered a
protocyborg that played by a different set of rules, one that might
just offer another perspective and some of the alternative possi-
bilities envisioned by Haraway.

The Army, it turns out, did not have the desert on its own.
Heading back at the usual hell-bent speed from the battlefield on
Day Two, 1 asked the major over the wind and noise about the
strange warning sign that had caught my attention early in the
morning. “Desert Tortoise,” he shouted. “Fifty thousand dollars
if you kill one.” I had to wait until we returned to the base to find
out whether that was the bountry or the penalty. I learned that the
desert tortoise had been given emergency endangered species sta-
tus back in 1990. And since the NTC encompassed some of its
main breeding grounds, a clash of armored vehicles and reptilian
counterpart seemed inevitable. What was the army to do? It
decided to go Green—or at least a slightly muddy version of it—to
protect a sign of life in the desert that predated it and could well
outlast all the killing machines. Detecting some interest on my
part, the major offered to set up a briefing the next day with Fort
Irwin’s environmental scientists who were in charge of protecting
the tortoise, among other environmental concerns. Suffering from
a bad case of simulation fatigue, I quickly accepted.

At a reasonable hour the following morning, they were ready
and waiting for me. In the conference room there was a large table
covered with photographs and plaques, wall charts and easels,
coffee and donuts. And next to the slide projector stood three guys
in ties armed with laser pointers—and yes, pocket protectors.
Judging from their intensive prep and genuine enthusiasm, they
didn’t get many opportunities to sell their ecowares to the press.
After all, how could a lumbering desert tortoise possibly match
the media appeal of an attacking M1 tank? The slide show was
informative (“Without our help, the survival rate of the tortoise
is 1 percent”), moving (“To a raven, a freshly hatched tortoise
looks like a walking ravioli”), and amusing (“Here we see several
tortoises in parade formation after completing their training at
Fort Irwin”). The scientists proudly showed off awards for their
environmental work, including a controversial one from the Sierra
Club (“Some members didn’t think it was right to give one to the
Big Green”). And they were matching the warfighters, chip for
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chip, in the information war. Tortoises were tagged with transmit-
ters, tracked by radio telemetry, and graphed in grid locations by
computers. Landsat satellites identify potential breeding areas,
aerial mine detection technology locates nesting sites, and elec-
tronic sensors warn off intruders. By the end of the briefing I
began to believe that I had just witnessed the telling of a post-
modern fable. Perhaps, with a techno-ethical assist and a leap of
faith, the tortoise might yet beat the tank.

I know that’s a stretch—and not quite Aesop—but what more
can we expect when machines take the place of animals in the
imagining of the human race?



Krasnovians on attack.

“Star Wars” at Fort Irwin.



2 Between wars

What follows here is an experiment in awakening. . . . The immi-
nent awakening is poised, like the wooden horse of the Greeks, in
the Troy of dreams.

(Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project)

At daybreak, hours before that elongated moment of terror and
minor epiphany, I had surveyed from a hilltop the beginning of
the simulated battle at Fort Irwin. Black Hawk and Apache heli-
copters flew so close to the deck they were below us, F-16s and
A-10s roared overhead, and the dust and smoke trails of M1A1
tanks and Bradley armored personnel carriers cut across the des-
ert floor. It was difficult to tell just what was going on, but our
personable handler, Major Childress, former commander of an
OPFOR unit and then head of public affairs at the National
Training Center, did his best. He provided a running commentary
for what we could see, but we learned more by eavesdropping on
the radio traffic among the combatants. Accounts of confusion
and in more than one instance, fratricide or “friendly fire,” were
overheard. It was, however, an aside from a member of the press
that provided some much-needed perspective.

For the most part my media cohort had avoided me. I would
like to think it was because of my intelligent questions and refusal
to suck up to the brass; but it was more likely something less
significant, like my failure to observe the press dress code. But at
that moment, Austin Bay, ex-army, military historian, and co-
author of A4 Quick and Dirty Guide to War, turned to me and said,
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“It’s just like Salisbury Plain.” Without a clue, I knowingly nod-
ded, and wondered what TV dinners had to do with digital battle-
fields. I took the opportunity of the long ride back to the base
headquarters to ask Bay to explain further. Over the wind and
noise of the open Humvee, he filled me in. Salisbury Plain was the
British forerunner of the NTC, and it was there in the 1920s that
troops, tanks, and airplanes, aided by wireless, came together for
the first demonstration of mobile armored warfare. It was, Bay
shouted, a revolution.

About a year later, thanks to the grant gods, I had a chance to
check out his story at the Bodleian Library in Oxford. I began by
searching the microfiche roles of the Daily Telegraph, not so much
out of curiosity about the event as how it registered among the
military and politicians. Were the Salisbury Plain exercises recog-
nized as a revolution at the time? Were they viewed as technological
solution, or dangerous innovation? Who learned what lessons?
I chose the Telegraph because 1 knew that Liddell Hart had been
its military correspondent—and much more.! Hart, a decorated
officer during the First World War, had made a name for himself as
an early proponent for mechanization, for a “New Model” army
based on “tank marines” ready to use “the indirect approach,” to
fight highly mobile battles on land as the navy fought at sea. He
was not particularly well loved by the traditionalists, and his
legacy continues to be debated among modern strategists.”

Hart was writing at a time when Germany was disarming under
the agreements of the Treaty of Versailles, and the French, under
the direction of war minister Andre Maginot, were recasting trench
warfare and protecting falling birth rates by a defensive frontier
of concrete. The British, on the other hand, had the luxury (no
real enemy threat), the temperament (no desire to repeat the
slaughter of the previous war), and the technology (still the leader
in industrial innovation) to experiment. From August 1927 to
1931, Salisbury Plain became the premier laboratory of a new
form of warfare. Armored cars, light and medium tanks, motor-
ized artillery, infantry in trucks and half-tracks, and even the odd
horse were on the move, first during the day, later even at night.
Hart’s initial reports on the first exercises in 1927 were somewhat
disdainful: aircraft were simulated, colored flags stood in for anti-
tank guns, and radios, when in evidence, rarely worked. But by the
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“Armoured Force” exercise of 1928, the tone begins to change. In
a display of networked warfare, 150 wireless sets were used for a
strategic maneuver that left an assembled group of brass and mem-
bers of Parliament highly impressed. Hart considered the exercises
a success in 1931, when the First Brigade Royal Tank Regiment,
taking orders by radio, managed to maneuver through the fog in
concert to arrive on time before a gathering of the Army Council.

The first and last reports that he filed in the Daily Telegraph,
during one seminal year of exercises on Salisbury Plain, 1927,
provide a sense of their far-reaching significance for the future of
warfare. On the front pages were stories about the naval confer-
ence in Geneva (most notably, friction between the U.S. and Great
Britain—with Japanese support—on cruiser tonnage and gun
size); death sentences for Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti,
the Italian anarchists; and my favorite headline: “Trotsky’s
Victory—Stalin’s Move Checked—Surprise for Moscow.” Hart’s
earliest articles were on page five or after, mixed in with pictures
of military bands and tanks bogged down in the mud; gradually
the articles moved up to page one. Entertainment is liberally
mixed with education: the reports read like the bread and circuses
of late empires—much like our own evening news. Here is an
excerpt from his first report, “Tidworth Tattoo—Modern War
Staged,” dated Monday August 1, 1927:

Tidworth is the home of the mechanized force which is
expected to play a great part in the future development of the
Army. Therefore it is fitting that the star attraction of the
Southern Command Tattoo, which commenced before many
thousands of people in the arena in Tidworth on Saturday
night, should be a “battle” in which the latest mechanized
units take part. When an interesting programme was nearing
its end, the searchlights flashed on to an Eastern fort, where
picturesque Eastern marauders were taking rest. Almost
immediately the battle began. A signal for assistance sent by
the British commander brought a reconnaissance car to the
spot, and, following quickly in its wake, came the mechanized
machine guns, the latest swift-moving tankettes spitting fire,
with a self-propelled gun giving protection to the British
force, and in doing so adding to the din. The mobility of the
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new armoured units enhanced the realism of the episode, and
undoubtedly this battle will prove one of the most attractive
features of the performances.

There is plenty of variety in the programme, for following
community singing and the fanfare of trumpets, massed
bands of the 2nd Cavalry and 7th Infantry Brigades enter the
arena in peace-time uniform, the cavalry bandsmen mounted,
and all playing delightful music. . . . Lancer trick riders carry
through amazing feats and some remarkable jumping, the
obstacles including a donkey and cart, bed, fire hoop, and fire
bar. ... The concluding item before the reassembling of the
soldier actors is a display by the Royal Air Force in illumin-
ated aeroplanes. . . .

The tattoo was a huge success on its first night and will be
continued during the week ... the railway companies are
running excursions from all over the South of England and
buses are expected to bring many hundreds of spectators.

If the performative, spectacular, even exotic nature of the exercise
is not obvious from this account, consider his last article on
August 23, 1927, about the Salisbury “Tattoo” (so-named for the
traditional bugle call or drum beat that would begin a battle).
It was headlined, “Mechanical Gods of Modern Warfare—Tanks
in Night Move—Driving Feat in the Dark™:

I watched the column from a point close to Stonehenge,
and in the apt and eerie setting of that dreary monolith-
surmounted down, at midnight, little imagination was needed
to picture it as the passage of a herd of primeval monsters or
legendary dragons, with glassy eyes shining in the darkness,
fiery breath, and scale-coated body. So irresistible was the
impression that I pity any belated motorist who met them,
unprepared on his homeward road. And the passage by
Stonehenge had also a symbolical effect, for there the gods of
the prehistoric past could be conceived as watching from their
long-abandoned altars the procession of the mechanical gods
of modern man—both equally the creation of man, but the
one expressing the static mentality of the past, and the other
the ever-changing, restless motion of the mind of to-day.
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Impressed, but not convinced, the British general staff failed to
learn the lessons of armored warfare war-gamed on Salisbury
Plain. Defeated, and some might even say rendered desperate by
disarmament and the fiscal restraints imposed by reparations,
the German staff did not. They studied the writings of Hart, the
1929 booklet Mechanized and Armoured Formations by Colonel
Charles Broad, and the controversial views of the other great
advocate of armored warfare, J. F. C. Fuller, who was one of the
first to conceive of the tank not as a support for infantry but as a
fast-moving independent force that could create shock, chaos, and
demoralization in enemy forces. In 1939, they applied those les-
sons—with some intent but more often through expediency—
with spectacular results in the blitzkrieg into Poland.

One should also note that another revolution in technology
was taking place. Although it did not receive equal billing, on the
same day, on the same page of the Daily Telegraph that covered
Hart’s report, there was a headline, “Hearing a Face—Television
Broadcast™:

Giving a broadcast lecture at the British Empire Exhibition
at Edinburgh on Saturday night, Mr. J. L. Baird, the inventor
of television, said he had asked three chance acquaintances
the meaning of the word “television.” One said that it was
an island off the Coast of Africa, the second that it was a
form of telepathy, and the third that it was a kidney disease.
Television meant actually seeing by wireless. The scene was
first turned into a sound, which was then broadcast, and
turned back into an image at the receiver. Every face had its
own particular sound.

A phonograph record was then played on which the televi-
sion sound of Mr. Baird’s face had been recorded. It sounded
something like the rasp of a file with a peculiar rhythmic
whistle underlying it. This was broadcast by the BBC, so that
listeners for the first time in history had the opportunity of
hearing what a face sounded like. The lecturer went on to
describe his discovery of television, and said that the first
person ever seen by television was an office boy, who had to
be bribed with 2s 6p to submit to the experiment. The latest
development of television had rendered it possible to see in
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total darkness, invisible rays being used. Steady progress was
being made in developing the invention to a commercial
stage, and he hoped that television would very shortly be
available to the general public.

One year after motorized and wireless transmissions were linked
in simulated warfare on Salisbury Plain, similar breakthroughs in
television were made by engineers at General Electric. From
experimental station “W2AXAD? they broadcast the second-ever
television image, about the size of an index card. What did they
choose to broadcast? A simulation of a missile attack on New
York City. The point of view was from the missile, a flight ending
in an explosion, then nothing—an eerie foreshadowing of the
last industrial and first virtuous war in the Gulf.?

The interwar returned with a vengeance when I made my pil-
grimage to the Pentagon. From the beginning of my virtual travels
I heard the same name, regardless of the stripes on the sleeve
or the political colorings of the individual: go talk to Andrew
Marshall, officially known as the director of the Office of Net
Assessment, but unofficially, “St. Andrew,” the Yoda of the so-
called Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA); Marshall, brought
in by President Nixon, helped set up the innocuous-sounding
Office of Net Assessment, “to weigh the military balance in spe-
cific areas, determine what the important long-term trends are,
and to highlight existing or emergent problem areas, or important
opportunities that deserve top level management’s attention to
improve the future U.S. position in the continuing military-
economic-political competition.” His memoranda are legendary,
and for the most part classified. They have ranged from broad
politico-strategic issues like the decline of the Soviet Union, to
no less important tactical debates about the advantages of send-
ing Stinger antiaircraft missiles to Afghanistan. The one that
created a serious ripple in several policy circles is only seven
pages long and bears a simple title: “Some Thoughts on Military
Revolutions.” When it was first circulated on August 23, 1993,
it was an idea in the wind; a year later, there were five task
forces at the Pentagon alone, exploring the ramifications of the
“Revolution in Military Affairs.” I had learned the hard way that
when it came to the RMA, the hype-to-reality ratio skewed as one
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went up the ranks. But here was a powerful bureaucracy headed
by an individual with long-standing clout in the defense com-
munity, ready not only intellectually to defend but actually to
implement an RMA. The disciples of “St. Andrews”—the better
known include former secretary of defense William Perry and
vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral William
Owen—reach beyond the government and include top executives
at defense industries.* His powers might have waned somewhat
under the Clinton administration, but in our interview he pro-
vided some rare insights into just how an idea can be transformed
into a policy—and the extent to which an interwar mimesis con-
tinues to shape, through technology, analogy, and allegory, our
virtual constructions of the future.

The interview took place in his spacious, paper-filled, very
unmilitary Pentagon office. What looked to be a small primitive
rocket stood upright between us. If it was meant to disconcert, it
did. During the interview, he told me about his past and the two
major projects in progress. The first, predictably, was an assess-
ment of threats that might emerge from Asia. The second caught
my attention: the appearance of post-Cold War political and mili-
tary parallels with the interwar. Here are some excerpts from our
conversation:’

JD: Could you tell me who you are and what you do?

AM: Well I'll start with the history. I went to Rand at the begin-
ning of 49 and I was there until the beginning of *72. Then
I went and worked for Henry Kissinger at the National
Security Council, and a couple of years later came here to
set up this office. I've been here ever since. This is the Office
of Net Assessment and fundamentally what it tries to do is
assess military situations with the intent of surfacing for
the very top managers issues that they should pay attention
to. I mean, based on emerging problems or opportunities.
Of course, when I was first here we focused very much on
the Soviet Union, and the more intense military, political,
economic competition. Now we really are working funda-
mentally on two things. One is exploring this idea of, you
know, that the next twenty, thirty years may be another
one of these periods where warfare changes in some very
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significant ways. We’ve done some earlier analyses of that
before but, about four years ago, we began a much more
intensive effort. I suppose we really began in ’89 or so, and
put out a preliminary assessment in July of 92 and have
been pursuing a variety of activities to try to understand
the potential character of the change, to better understand
the actual nature of what the change might be. So that is
one thing we are doing. The other is trying to take a very
long-term view of Asia and where it may go, again, over the
next twenty or thirty years.

Would you call it a revolution or not?

Well, I mean, we have picked up this terminology of revolu-
tion and, I think, at one level, or in one way, that’s appro-
priate. It turns out that tactically it gets you into a lot of
arguments you don’t really need to be in about whether it is
a revolution, or what things can be called revolutions. Any-
thing that can happen over a couple of decades can’t be
called a revolution, for some people . . .

Would you call it a revolution?

Yeah, I would . . .

Why?

Well I think, again if you look back, there is all this histor-
ical work that people have done on, way back to the fif-
teenth century, looking at periods where over the course of,
you know, a couple of decades or so many new forms of
warfare emerge that just dominate whatever was dominant
before and that seem reasonable to call a revolution. It was
the Russians that first brought it to my attention, in the
writings that they began to put out in the late seventies and
early eighties.

You mean your counterparts in Russia were the first to talk
about a military revolution?

Well, yes, beginning in the seventies and on into the early
eighties they began talking about the fact that we were
entering, or that the world was entering, another period of
what they initially called a “military technical revolution.”
And they cited two previous periods as exemplars. One was
the twenties and thirties where you get the big change in
many areas of warfare, because of, well, in some ways, the
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technologies of the internal combustion engine, radios, and
so on. Then the second period, right after World War 11,
where it’s a combination of nuclear weapons, ballistic mis-
siles, and the beginnings of computers that leads to big
changes. Their function, as military intellectuals, was to
diagnose when there were these periods of big change. And
so they began to say one of these periods of big change was
coming, because of the microprocessor and other related
technologies. It was triggered, I think, by a program to
develop a system that they called the “assault-breaker,”
that conceptually was a reasonably long-ranged rocket with
a smart front end coupled to long-range sensors.

I was at the first digitized rotation at Fort Irwin when the
Fort Knox brigade was out there, and did some interviews.
I’ve been looking at this from the bottom up, from the field,
and it seems there’s a lot more skepticism about a revolu-
tion going on.

Yeah, I would think so. I wouldn’t particularly expect to see
it down there. It’s also spotty on the top, although growing,
I would say. What I tend to argue with people is that we
ought to see ourselves as in something like in the early
twenties where we don’t fully see what the outcome would
be. But there is just enough, on the one hand, to see that the
technologies are moving rapidly and it’s plausible that there
would be a big impact. We are about in a position, where
people say, at the Naval War College, were about in ’22 or
23, where we now have a bunch of war games that are
being played, that are beginning to explore, in some sense,
the logic of the situation that would exist if you had, let’s
say, twenty years from now, a number of new kinds of
systems.

Are you familiar with the exercises on the Salisbury Plain in
the twenties—

Yes, 27 and so on, oh yes . . .

Last fall T checked out the back issues of the Daily Tele-
graph, where Liddell Hart wrote about them, and what
struck me is that he didn’t really call it a revolution, or
understand it as such. When you are really in the middle of
it, you are least aware of it.
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Yes, well 1 suppose to an extent there were people in the
military in the twenties that thought of things as revolu-
tions that were primarily associated with air. Even the
Germans, who really boast of being a hell of a lot better
than the British, were not consciously thinking in terms of
a revolution. So, what would be unique this time, in a cer-
tain sense, I think, or more so, is that because of things that
have happened since the twenties and thirties—both the
historical literature that has been built up that looked at
these kinds of periods and the Russians who began intel-
lectualizing about it and raising it as one of the unique
things about the next twenty or thirty years. If in fact we
will go through such a thing, it will be almost the first time
in which it is, in a widespread sort of way, self-consciously,
you know, pursued or experienced as a revolution.

Who do you see as our next enemy?

Well, I’'m interested in Asia mainly because of some general
reasons. You look at long-range projections, that’s the place
where the most rapid economic growth is going to take
place. Also, Asia has been dominated by the West for over
150 to 200 years and that’s over. And so, exactly what Asia
would be like, what kind of internal rivalry will be there is
something that really needs to be looked at.

Can you really compare our times to any other? When sud-
denly everything is wide open yet connected, do you think a
global threat is going to emerge?

No, I think not in my time. But if you look back into his-
tory I think you can see that the twenties was like that. The
twenties turned out to be a period of illusion about what
the world was going to be like. I think we are in the twen-
ties. Both in terms of the beginning of technical change
that is working out its implications, and in terms of, well, in
the twenties the United States didn’t really have any big
immediate threat, and the forces were very small. Whether
something like the thirties is before us, I don’t know.

But to what extent do we create our enemies? Do you think
it is completely a unilateral action, or do you think it’s more
like the whole idea of the security dilemma?

Well T don’t see that right now. You have a little of that in
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Asia with the growth of China and how we react against it,
and to the extent that we get to be seen as, you know, the
people who are intervening in this place and that place . . .
to the extent that we have gotten ourselves in the position
of being the leader of the interventions for the UN.

JD: In the way that the nuclear deterrence maintained a relative
peace for some, do you think there is such a thing as a high-
tech deterrent, in the way that people would see what hap-
pened in Desert Storm and then would not want to take on
the U.S.?

AM: I think so, I mean it’s a deterrent in a sense, but it also has
these other effects. I mean it deters people from taking us
on in this way. But it may substantially increase incentives
to go after nuclear weapons, or look for other clever ways
of using the technology.

JD: It’s clearly part of your job here, but do you really think
war is persistent, that we will always have wars to fight?

AM: I tend to be pessimistic about it, and not just because of my
job. If you just look at history and human behavior you
can’t be very optimistic about it . . ..

JD: You don’t want to think of war as obsolescent?

AM: 1 would tend towards that view, yes.

Austin Bay’s historical analogy of the interwar and Andrew
Marshall’s sober take on the future helped to define the route of
my journey ahead. In an era of high uncertainty mixed with high
hopes, digitized war games and virtual simulations were becoming
more and more important for U.S. defense and foreign policy. But
no one seemed to be asking the critical questions. To what extent
would virtual simulation become the foundation of virtuous war?
To what extent would history, experience, intuition, and all those
human traits that shape reality become secondary factors? Twice
removed by scripted strategies and technological artifice from
the bloody realities of war, were simulations taking warfare into
another realm? Sold by their users as mere preparations for worst-
case scenarios, did they in fact produce and delimit, through hol-
istic training, hyperreal modeling, and potential negative synergy,
the future they claim only to anticipate?

In the search for answers I would turn to many thinkers outside
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the beltway and beyond the MIME-NET. For a journey that
would take me from complex issues of life and death to the banal-
ity of evil in service of the war machine, two German thinkers
became essential companions: Friedrich Nietzsche and Walter
Benjamin. I also came to rely upon three contemporary analysts
of virtuality who have gone beyond—some might think one
galaxy too far—the conventional approaches of international
relations: Charles Perrow, Gilles Deleuze, and Paul Virilio. These
five thinkers would be my counter-pentagon for assessing the
power of virtuous war and constructing a virtual theory of war
and peace.

Friedrich Nietzsche is the first guide one must consult for
understanding virtual powers. Most people know this nineteenth-
century German philosopher for his repudiation of God and his
descent into madness, two events that always seem to be inextric-
ably linked in the secondary literature. However, I believe that
Nietzsche, seeing the coachman beat his horse at the Piazza Carlo
Alberto, embraced the dying beast not out of madness but clair-
voyance. Probably better than any other philosopher who pre-
ceded or followed him, he understood the virtual effects of the
near-dead object on the not-yet-alive observer. He deeply, even
tragically, understood the nihilistic as well as potentially affirma-
tive relationship between the real and the virtual. And he under-
stood, as only could a philosopher who placed the joker above
the priest, beating an old horse is not the best way forward.

Given the persistent caricature of Nietzsche (as a nationalist,
anti-Semite, proto-Nazi, corrupter of youth, and worst of all,
the forefather of postmodernism), I suppose it is necessary to
emphasize once again that Nietzsche was anticipating and re-
sponding to rather than endorsing a condition of nihilism that he
witnessed at the turn of the century. As for the relativism of his
perspectivist philosophy, it too was a response to what Nietzsche
poetically described as “the breath of empty space,” that void
left by the death of gods. The historical relativity of values has
always been with us, in spite of the diligent efforts of philo-
sophers, priests, and politicians to keep it at bay with first prin-
ciples, transcendental morals, and patriotic absolutes. The human
task, and all too often a tragic one at that, is how to shape an
ethical response in the face of relativism.
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His argument goes something like this. Faced by the uncertain-
ties of life, we seek a virtual security from the dead, incurring
debts that can never be repaid:

Within the original tribal community ... the living gener-
ation always recognized a juridical duty toward earlier gener-
ations, and especially toward the earliest which founded the
tribe. The conviction reigns that it is only through the sacri-
fices and accomplishments of the ancestors that the tribe
exists—and that one has to pay them back with sacrifices and
accomplishments: one thus recognizes a debt that constantly
grows greater since these forebears never cease, in their con-
tinued existence, as powerful spirits, to accord the tribe new
advantages and new strength.®

If the origins of sovereignty lie in an ancestral debt to the dead,
how can we possibly surmise its end? Nietzsche neither disenchants
nor flinches from the spectral effects of the state. Nietzsche links
the obdurate violence of the state and the primal fear of death
to a “moral prejudice” for security and sovereignty that has, liter-
ally and violently, outlived its lifetime. Nietzsche writes of the
“idiosyncrasies of philosophers” who take any idea of becoming
and “make a mummy” of it, hoping to find in a “gravedigger-
mimicry” the certainty of being.” Nowhere is this more evident
than in the philosophers’ conflation—and resulting moral confu-
sion—of the “good” with certainty, predictability, and rationality,
and of the “evil” with fear, contingency, and the unknown.® The
“good life” becomes synonymous with the ideal, and objectified
into the legal concept of security against violence through sover-
eignty.’ Fear, once the spur to overcoming and life, becomes
repressed and identified with death. At one time this might have
been a “natural” state of affairs, but Nietzsche exhorts the mod-
ern, “Be grateful!—The greatest accomplishment of past man-
kind is that we no longer have to live in continual fear of wild
animals, of barbarians, of gods and of our own dreams.”!°

Herein lie buried the foundations of the modern states-system,
“thought of as sovereign and universal, not as a means in the
struggle between power complexes, but as a means of preventing all
struggle in general.”!! In short, the sovereign state is an unnatural
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state. “Life is a consequence of war, society itself a means to
war,” writes Nietzsche; but once denied and repressed, fear comes
to provoke hostility and resentment in the moderns: “they fear
change, transitoriness: this expresses a straitened soul, full of
mistrust and evil experiences.”'?> Where lies the greatest certainty,
the least change? Death, whose power is manifested in life as an
unpayable debt to ancestors, remains the enforcer of sovereignty."

Nietzsche works the graveyard shift to offer a penetrating cri-
tique of sovereignty, yet ... it lives, most demonstrably in the
practice of war and diplomacy, as no less than the realist perspec-
tive in international relations. What do we mean by “realism”? It
encompasses a worldview in which sovereign states, struggling for
power under conditions of anarchy, do what they must to maintain
and promote their own self-interests. But what do “we” mean by
“realism”? Constituted by and representing disciplinary schools of
thought, diplomatic corps, intelligence bureaucracies, we realists
depict things as they really are, rather than as idealists might wish
them to be. And what do “we” mean by “realism”? We mean what
we say and say what we mean, in that transparent way of cor-
respondence that provides the veridical, commonsensical, deadly
discourses of realism, as “mutual assured destruction” assures
our security, or “we had to destroy the village in order to save it.”

But with the end of the Cold War, and pace Nietzsche, why beat
a dead horse? Because realism does death so well, by refusing to
acknowledge not only its ongoing complicity in the death of
others but also the fact that it gave up the ghost a long time ago.
How many times after “revolutionary” transitions have we heard
that sovereignty is at bay, at an end, dead? That sovereignty is an
“essentially contested concept” or a “convenient fiction”? The
frequency of such remarks, from politicians, military strategists
and pundits (as well as academicians) leads one to suspect that
something other than funerary oration, philosophical specula-
tion, or the allure of tenure is at work, that there is a darker, even
gothic side to the sovereign state, a hidden power that resides in
its recurrent morbidity.

Take a look at some of the principle necroses. Realism has built
a life out of the transformation of fictions, like the immutability
of human nature and the apodictic threat of anarchy, into factic-
ity. With a little digging, realism comes to resemble nothing so
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much as the undead, a perverse mimesis of the living other, haunt-
ing international politics through the objectification of power, the
fetishization of weaponry, the idealization of the state, the virtu-
alization of violence, and the globalization of new media. Now
the fact of its own death lives on as a powerful fiction, as the
morbid customs, characteristics, and habits of the living dead.
Realism has become virtual.

If this interpretation sounds more like Buffy the vampire slayer
than Freddy the horse savior, so be it. But it does seem uncanny
how, without fingering particular administrations or naming
names, the undead of realism might temporarily retreat to uni-
versities, think tanks, consultancy firms, and media posts, but are
always there in the wings, ready to come back and to take once
again the reins of the national security apparatus. Perhaps it is
not possible or even preferable to “interpret” realism into the
closed coffin of history. Nietzsche himself recognizes the allure of
realism by citing some exemplars in history:

My recreation, my preference, my cure from all Platonism
has always been Thucydides. Thucydides and, perhaps,
Machiavelli’s Principe are most closely related to myself by
the unconditional will not to gull oneself and to see reason in
reality—not in “reason,” still less in “morality.” . . . One must
turn him over line by line and read this hidden thoughts.
Sophist culture, by which I mean realist culture, attains in him
its perfect expression. . . . Courage in face of reality ultimately
distinguishes such natures as Thucydides and Plato: Plato is
a coward in the face of reality—consequently he flees into the
ideal; Thucydides has himself under control—consequently
he retains control over things.'

Nietzsche helps us understand the obduracy of realism as we
increasingly interact with a mimetic world that seems to be in the
control of virtual “things” that imitate reality (from opinion polls,
worst-case scenarios, and Star Wars to Sky TV, Microsoft, and
Disney Inc.). In the realm of diplomatic and strategic theory,
realism mirrors a fluctuation of appearances, at one moment flee-
ing into the ideal of a “democratic peace” underwritten by an
expanding neoliberal global order, and at the next, retreating into



38  Virtuous War

a “fortress America” protected by a ballistic missile defense. It
takes more than the courage of the Sophists to face the seemingly
inexorable forces of such virtual realities. Perhaps Nietzsche is
right: it takes a virtuous, even poetic willfulness, like Thucydides’
or Machiavelli’s, to confront the reality principle of realism, sov-
ereignty, and its ultima ratio, war. It requires an expression of
self-control, as antidote to the will, born out of resentment and
fear, to control or to isolate the other.

Realism’s long, intimate history with violence, whether in the
guise of impartial observer or amoral reproducer, requires that
if we are to have anything meaningful to say to realism, we too
must get up close to the virtual representation, preparation, and
execution of war. The social sciences, especially its dominant
methodology of rational choice, have shown a reluctance to enter
into proximity talks with violence. We are in need of an extra-
disciplinary, intersubjective, ethical inquiry into the mimetic rela-
tionship of realism to organized violence, beginning with but not
stopping at the state violence of political realism, the class vio-
lence of social realism, the global violence of nuclear realism, the
technoviolence of hyperrealism. Again, as Nietzsche shows us, it
is better to embrace than to beat an old horse.

Continental philosophers like Nietzsche, but also deeply
American thinkers from transcendentalists like Henry David
Thoreau and Ralph Emerson to pragmatists like Thomas Dewey
and Richard Rorty, are valuable because they provide a philo-
sophical perspective that links public space with responsive as
well responsible private choices. They provide a philosophical
basis to render realism more responsible for reproducing a world
it claims only to record. They and others have not, however,
out of historical circumstance or personal choice, kept up with
the avant-garde of the war machine, which is continually at
work to define the ethical and political through policies of state-
sanctioned killing and patriotic dying. As much as I admire
Nietzsche’s transvaluation of realism and sovereignty we are
still left with all-too-real effects of virtual violence: representa-
tions can kill. After the crown jurist for the Nazis, Carl Schmitt,
exposed the illiberal exceptionalism of violence at the core of
sovereignty, in which every friendship is dependent upon a com-
mon enemy, I think it is rather spurious to pretend that one can
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disenchant the violent if spectral power of sovereignty with a
wave of the Weberian wand, or cure it with the stroke of the
deconstructive scalpel. In spite of the call for new world orders,
declarations of democratic peace, celebrations of globalization,
even strenuous critical exorcisms, war continues to be the rule that
proves the exceptionalism of sovereignty. By a recent UN esti-
mate, in the recorded history of sovereign empires and states
stretching over three millennia, humankind has enjoyed a total of
twenty-nine years free of war.

Nietzsche offers a way into the core of the sovereignty prob-
lematic, but not a way out. Nietzsche’s hope for the overman,
always overly romantic, has been corrupted by history. When it
comes to modern warfare, which remains the ultimate form of
public bloodletting, the strategies of transvaluation and decon-
struction are at best homeopathic. For the vampire heart of real-
ism, we need a blunter tool, the political equivalent of a wooden
stake. The problem is compounded when the heart of the state
becomes a transplant, and a cyborg one at that. Think of Arnold
Schwarzenegger in The Terminator, or worse, the “liquid metal”
Terminator 1000 series he confronts in 72, that has no heart at
all, that can morph at will into multiple forms: it is, according to
Arnold in his imitable accent from repressive regimes past and
future, “made of a mimetic polyalloy.”

“Mimetic polyalloy” aptly captures the shape-shifting dangers
of contemporary global politics that exceed Nietzsche’s grasp.
After Nietzsche, one thinker stands a head above the rest, for his
understanding of the relationship of new technologies of repre-
sentation to the transformation of political culture and warfare,
the Jewish-German literary critic Walter Benjamin, who under-
stood the power of mimesis in interwar in a way that no task force
in the Pentagon possibly could. His concept of mimesis might not
serve as the vaunted wooden stake, but it does act as a window
into a future that is now upon us.

From its original conception as the reproduction of reality
through dance, ritual, theater, image, and writing, mimesis thrived
as an aesthetic concept, capturing the perceptual and represen-
tational powers of mimicry, imitation, and metaphor.”® Its lin-
guistic roots go back to fifth century Greece, to mimos, whose
many derivatives convey a dramatic act of representation through
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imitation. At the outset, mimesis attracted philosophical criticism,
as one would expect from any powerful form of representation
that created whole worlds, that made one thing into something
other, even if it was done through symbolic actions.'® Perhaps we
moderns know best (and appear to universally detest) the figure
of the “mime”—one who depicts life “as it is,” but with a satirical
twist: he or she “fools” people (which is one of many reasons
Plato came down hard on mimesis in The Republic).

This performative character of mimesis, ranging in effects from
theatrical artifice to political deceit, came under renewed scrutiny
in the period between the First and Second World Wars. When
modes of violence took an aesthetic turn in the interwar period,
the concept was revived by Walter Benjamin, Siegfried Kracauer,
Theodor Adorno, and others from the Frankfurt School of
critical theory, to comprehend the power of new mimetic medi-
ations like radio, film, and the popular press. Considered by posi-
tivists as too vague, or worse, too much in vogue, the concept
never caught on in the social sciences.'” In our virtual moment of
overmediated politics, I think a serious reconsideration of
mimesis is overdue.

Benjamin was acutely aware that new technologies were chang-
ing the nature of politics, and that theory and ethics were not
keeping pace. This was most apparent in the marrying of new
technologies of killing with new technologies of representation.
In his highly influential essay, “The Work of Art in the Age of its
Technical Reproducibility,” Benjamin warns of the evolution of
warfare into an art form. War was becoming the deadliest exhib-
ition of l'art pour I'art, in which self-alienated humans become
“their own showpiece, enjoying their own self-destruction as an
aesthetic pleasure of the highest order. This is the aestheticization
of politics that fascism manufactures, which is answered by com-
munism’s politicization.”'®

In one form or another, mimesis shows up in Benjamin’s most
significant essays on the tumult of the interwar period, running as
a common thread through his early essays on aesthetics and later
ones on technology. As imitation and repetition, mimesis emerges
as a fundamental force in human development. In a highly con-
densed, almost poetic fashion, Benjamin presents his case in
the 1933 essay “On the Mimetic Faculty.” Language and play,



Between wars 41

mystery and violence are evinced as mimetic manifestations. He
opens the essay with a general statement:

Nature creates similarities. One need only think of mimicry.
The highest capacity for producing similarities, however, is
man’s. His gift of seeing resemblances is nothing other than
a rudiment of the powerful compulsion in former time to
become and behave like something else. Perhaps there is none
of his higher functions in which his mimetic faculty does not
play a decisive role."”

But the mimetic faculty “has a history” in the development of
language and the self, or as Benjamin puts it, “in both the phylo-
genetic and the ontogenetic sense.”” In self-development, “the
school” for mimetic development is “play”; children imitate not
only others but objects. In linguistic development, children learn
through the mimetic faculty of onomatopoeia. Language, through
script, becomes “an archive of non-sensuous similarities,” the
most important site where the semiotic (the play of signs) and the
mimetic (the play of objects) fuse.?! In a poetic passage, he tries to
reinstill mystery into the mimetic activity of reading by tracing it
back to the earliest mimesis, the reading of entrails and the stars
by the ancients. But he ends on a melancholic note, acknowledg-
ing that modern forms of writing have reached “the point where
they have liquidated those of magic.”?

Benjamin further identifies a link between mimesis and violence
that stretches from the earliest forms of inscription to the latest
technical reproduction of art. In “On Aesthetics,” a short piece
dating from 1936, he paints a vivid image of a possibly originary
relationship between the two:

It would be more emphatic than it ever has been up until now,
to make fruitful for the early history of the arts the recogni-
tion, that the first material to which the mimetic faculty
applied itself is the human body. . . . Perhaps the human from
the stone-age sketches the elk so incomparably, only because
the hand which leads the crayon still recalls the bow with
which it shot the animal.?



42 Virtuous War

Language and violence, politics and aesthetics, technology and
war: in the thirties, the mimetic faculty returns as the repressed.
In his 1930 “Theories of German Fascism,” a review of Ernst
Junger’s collection of essays War and Warrior, Benjamin attacks
the “boyish rapture that leads to a cult, to an apotheosis of war.”**
He fully acknowledges the “significance of the economic causes of
war,” but adds that “one may say that the harshest, most disas-
trous aspects of imperialist war are in part the result of the gaping
discrepancy between the gigantic power of technology and the
minuscule moral illumination it affords.” He concludes that “any
future war will also be a slave revolt of technology.” In a Berlin
radio program for children from the same period, he speaks of the
origins of toys in the artisan workshop as “miniature reproduc-
tions of everyday life.”* With echoes of Freud, he elsewhere links
the repetition of playing to the “domestication of trauma.”*® Toys,
again, are key: “Toys, even when not imitative of adult utensils, are
a coming to terms, and doubtless less of the child with adults than
of adults with him.”?” Benjamin’s message is deeper and certainly
more complex than critics who would dismiss modern warfare as
“boys with toys.” But his study of mimesis does give considerable
philosophical depth to the idea that we are prepped for war from
an early age.”® It is one that the literary theorist Rene Girard picks
up, and in a more anthropological treatment, investigates how
every desire is desire for the desire of the other, which, unmedi-
ated, inevitably leads to hatred, rivalry, violence.”

Benjamin challenges the hegemony of realism by revealing its
dependence upon the mimetic faculty. At a time when Western
leaders promote the virtues of democratic peace and pacifying
globalism, it might seem strange to still speak of a hegemonic
realism. But in the post-Cold War era, and with the Bush adminis-
tration, a chasm has widened between the global rhetoric of peace
and the continuation of particular practices of violence. This
chasm is not unrelated to the ballyhooed digital divide, and is
certainly a function of the inequality, exploitation, and internal-
ized dominion—what Virilio calls endocolonization—that per-
sists in regions kept distant by tropes like “the inner city,” “the
near abroad,” “the third world,” and, most generic of all, “the
South.” But it is also related to the philosophical deadening that
realism feeds upon. In short, by breaking down the mimetic
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barrier to imagining otherwise, Benjamin traces potential path-
ways from the interwars of realism to the interzone of virtualism.
Both are born out of war, but also of the hope that new ways of
thinking, dreaming, and deciding will attenuate the forces aligned
with violence. Quoting Karl Marx (“The reform of consciousness
consists solely in the awakening of the world from its dream about
itself””), Benjamin identifies two alternative steps—one virtuous,
the other not—that one can take to escape modernity’s most
pernicious effects: “The genuine liberation from an epoch, that is,
has the structure of awakening in this respect as well: is entirely
ruled by cunning. Only with cunning, not without it, can we work
free of the realm of dreams. But there is also a false liberation; its
sign is violence.”*

Benjamin provides a timely account of the dangerous con-
sequences, unintended as well as intended, of a realism that pur-
ports to be realistic, yet takes no account of differing realities,
whether they are culturally, historically, virtually produced.
Realism assumes, and through mimesis, asserts a sameness of
motives rooted in human nature and geopolitics. In contrast,
Benjamin posits the importance of recognizing difference or alter-
ity in humans, and confronting it with imagination in politics.
He deals perceptively with the sources of recurrent dangers in
world politics, like the interrelationships of sovereignty, violence,
nationalism, technology, and war, without recourse to the realist
conceit of parsimony, which reduces all actors to a single mimetic
identity, the self-maximizing unit. While this “ideal” typology of
human behavior might grant the parsimonious realist an advan-
tage in explaining simple events in a disinterested way, it leaves
them at a loss when it comes to complex social issues, transforma-
tive political moments, crimes against humanity, and virtual forms
of representation—all of which have taken place in our own post-
Cold War era, all of which have defied the realist imagination (to
the extent there can be said to be one).

Benjamin pursues these hard questions of human relations with
the kind of theological, existential, even metaphysical reflections
that one rarely if ever finds in the social sciences. Paradoxically, he
sounds and looks like a realist for it. For he is after the truth; not
truth as a universal waiting to be deciphered or learned, but as
the most powerful norm of the day, whose normalizing nature
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(to paraphrase Nietzsche') has been hidden or forgotten—at
potentially great peril for the politics of their era as well as ours.
The truth is not to be found in some Aristotelian via media, or
through a Weberian disenchantment: surrounded by ambiguity,
contingency, and uncertainty, the truth is to be attacked from the
periphery, discerned from all, even the most oblique angles. This is
not an excuse for quietism. This is a politics of subjective percep-
tion and radical imagination based on decisiveness, by which
Benjamin means a willingness to decide on a course of action
when confronted by paradox, especially those that arise between
religious or moral observance and political obligations:

I am speaking here of an identity that manifests itself solely
in the paradoxical reversal of the one into the other (in
whichever direction) and only under the indispensable pre-
condition that each observance be carried out ruthlessly
enough and radically in its own sense. The task here, there-
fore, is to decide, not once and for all, but in every moment.
But to decide. . . . To proceed always radically, never consist-
ently in the most important matters.*

Finally, Benjamin warns us of the dangers that attend the
mimetic fix for political problems. We witness such efforts in our
own shape-shifting “phase transition” between order and disorder
(so far, the best nonmathematical description physicists have come
up with for “complexity”), when rationalist methods appear inade-
quate, and the temptation grows to use coercive interventions or
technical fixes to seemingly intractable problems of alterity, like
immigration, ethnic cleansing, and fundamentalist politics. In his
own way, Benjamin helps us to understand (in ways that rational-
ist methods do not) how a “social problem,” like the role of drugs
or the refugee in society, can suddenly escalate into a life-and-
death “security issue.” By making ways of being and ways of
knowing one and the same, Benjamin shows us how questions of
violence are always already problems of identity. In the absence
of alternative modes of knowing, when a whole people become a
“problem,” violent final solutions can result.

I invoke Benjamin’s work, life, and times for more than heur-
istic reasons. Many of us come from safe or detraumatized zones
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of living and learning, where we are tempted, even trained, to
ignore new dangers, for reasons that Zygmunt Bauman, a Polish
social theorist with intimate knowledge of these dangers, locates
in the rationalist myth of modernity:

None of the things that happened in this century were, how-
ever, more unexpected than Auschwitz and the Gulag, and
none could be more bewildering, shocking and traumatic to
the people trained, as we all have been, to see their past as the
relentless and exhilarating progression of the ages of reason,
enlightenment and emancipatory, liberating revolutions. . . .
What we learned in this century is that modernity is not only
about producing more and traveling faster, getting richer
and moving around more freely. It is also about—it has
been about—fast and efficient killing, scientifically designed
and administered genocide.>

It might seem tendentious to invoke thinkers and concepts drawn
from a period of revolution, totalitarianism, and genocide. But
after my visit to Fort Irwin and the Pentagon’s Office of Net
Assessment, and through my readings of Nietzsche and Benjamin,
I came to realize that the interwar was as much an invocation of a
dream, conveyed in the guise of a virtual and inevitable reality, as
it was a demarcation of past history. “The history of the dream,”
writes Benjamin, “remains to be written, and opening up a per-
spective on this subject would mean decisively overcoming the
superstitious belief in natural necessity by means of historical
illumination.”* Hence, the dream’s long and intimate relationship
to the ultimate “necessity,” war:

Dreaming has a share in history. The statistics on dreaming
would stretch beyond the pleasures of the anecdotal landscape
into the barrenness of a battlefield. Dreams have started wars,
and wars, from the very earliest times, have determined the
propriety and impropriety—indeed, the range—of dreams.
No longer does the dream reveal a blue horizon. . . . Dreams
are now a shortcut to banality. Technology consigns the outer
image of things to a long farewell, like banknotes that are
bound to lose their value.*
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Benjamin sets the course for my travels ahead: to awaken a critical
consciousness against the soporifics of the realist undead, the
serial murder of the imagination by worst-case scenarios, the
mimetic allure of the interwar.



3 Global swarming and the
Bosnia question

The abstract humanitarian-moralistic way of looking at the pro-
cess of history is the most barren of all. I know this very well. But
the chaotic mass of material acquisitions, habits, customs and
prejudices that we call civilization hypnotizes us all, inspiring the
false confidence that the main thing in human progress has
already been achieved—and then war comes, and reveals that we
have not yet crept out on all fours from the barbaric period of
our history. We have learned how to wear suspenders, to write
clever leading articles, and to make milk chocolate, but when we
need to reach a serious decision about how a few different tribes
are to live together on a well-endowed European peninsula, we
are incapable of finding any other method than mutual extermin-

ation on a mass scale.
(Leon Trotsky, The Balkan Wars, 1912—13: The War
Correspondence of Leon Trotsky)

So wrote the out-of-work, in-exile revolutionary Leon Trotsky
in 1912, killing time during the Balkan Wars as foreign cor-
respondent for the Kievan Thought, seeking answers to the so-
called “Eastern Question” of what next after the decline and fall
of the Ottoman Empire.' History never repeats itself, yet with the
information revolution it does seem at critical times to get caught
in a feedback loop. Certainly the technical reproducibility of war,
a.k.a. TV, has produced a kind of global swarming, where free
electrons and voyeuristic viewers chase the queen bees of TV,
“This is Christiane Amanpour reporting from yet another war-
torn region of the world.” We have neither the promised new
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world order, or hoped-for global village of interdependence, but
the angry global hive of real-time TV. In this virtual community,
the victims get stung while the viewers enjoy the buzz.

But the information revolution also gave the successor to the
Eastern Question an urgency and political proximity that the first
and second Balkan wars never had. Campaign statements not-
withstanding, what Western leader is willing to say (at least on
TV) as did Bismarck, that “the whole Balkan Peninsula is not
worth the bones of a single Pomeranian grenadier”? In the era of
virtuous war, not many, if any.

The “Bosnia Question”—what to do with an ailing nation—
was done to death. By bombs, artillery and mortars, sniper bul-
lets, water, gas, and electric shortages, and bad, little, or just no
food. But also by less tangible but no less deadly and condemnable
forces, like ethnic terror, cartographic diplomacy, Machiavellian
geopolitics; by over sixty United Nation resolutions and a UN
Protection Force of over 25,000 that provided neither protection
nor force in places like Sarajevo and Srebrenica; by a media that
tried to make a difference—sometimes too much of one—and a
public that seems now to have been image-shocked into indiffer-
ence. And of course, by pundits like myself who drop in and drop
out of the story with their new angle, that quickly proves obtuse
whilst Bosnia—one day closer to peace, the next immersed in
war—endured another year of suffering.

Bosnia is an unlikely place for virtuous war. Many would argue
that this was not cyberwar, antiwar, postwar, or anything else
remotely connected to the future. This war barely makes it into the
present. This war was dirty and atavistic, with static trench lines,
wetware-to-wetware combat, and a very intense—even if highly
imaginary—ethno-confessional hatred going back to centuries-
old holy wars between Christendom and the Anti-Christ Turk.

Yet like past holy wars, Bosnia was about the linking of virtu-
ous intentions with new technologies of killing. After the Gulf
War, it became the most televised, most real-time, most virtual-
ized conflict of the nineties. The ubiquity of the image seems to
have produced yet another simulation of war, dirtier than the
Gulf War, yet just as simulated for the viewer as it is deadly real
for the victims. “It is only television!” said French agent provoca-
teur, Jean Baudrillard, of the Gulf War. “The United Nations has
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given the green light to a diluted kind of war—the right of war. It
is a green light for all kinds of precautions and concessions, mak-
ing a kind of extended contraceptive against the act of war. First
safe sex, now safe war.” Although hyperbolic, what he said then
applies to Bosnia: “In our fear of the real, of anything that is too
real, we have created a gigantic simulator. We prefer the virtual to
the catastrophe of the real, of which television is the universal
mirror. Indeed it is more than a mirror: today television and news
have become the ground itself, television plays the same role as the
card that is substituted for territory in the Borges fable.”

Baudrillard’s allusion is to the story of Argentinean writer
Jorge Luis Borges (see Chapter 4), about the emperor who sends
out his royal cartographers to make the perfect map of his empire,
only to have them return years later with a map that dwarfs the
now-shrunken empire; the emperor naturally comes to prefer the
model to reality. Like all Borges’s stories, not an entirely fabulous
tale. Did we not witness in Bosnia the effects of a similar decline
of empires, a denial of reality, a retreat into virtuality? Does TV
now play the role of the emperor’s cartographers, electronically
mapping an empire, a state, a history that no longer if ever
existed? Now TV adds a human dimension—if not depth—to the
fable, anthropology to cartography, and so provides a hologram
of tales of ancient hatreds that brook comprehension by the “civ-
ilized” viewers. They come to recognize the former Yugoslavia as
that region at the edge of the map where the sea monsters lurk:
Do not go there. The Slovenian social theorist, Slovoj Zizek,
believes this “evocation of the ‘complexity of circumstances’ serves
to deliver us from the responsibility to act . . . that is, to avoid the
bitter truth that, far from presenting the case of an eccentric eth-
nic conflict, the Bosnian War is a direct result of the West’s failure
to grasp the political dynamic of the disintegration of Yugoslavia,
of the West’s silent support of ‘ethnic cleansing.”

So what were we left with? The dissimulations of Bosnian
Serb leader Radovan Karadzic and Serbian president Slobodan
Milosevic, first honed under the delegitimated deceit of commun-
ism, condoned as an acceptable conceit of nationalism, then used
to conceal the revival of national socialism (that is, fascism). This
was a national fascism enabled by the decadent simulations of
Western rulers and their pundit-cartographers, who first waxed
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utopic about the new world order of self-determined polities, then
rued nostalgically the lost stability of empire, only to be left with
the pretense of TV to keep and video-bombs to make what is not
peace. We, the viewer/reader, see the bleakest of bleak recombin-
ants: Gibbons of imperial decline and fall meets Gibson’s cyber-
space as the last frontier in the Balkans: Bosnia as a looped sim/
dissim war.

I decided to take the Bosnia Question on the road in Europe,
to visit the people who were drawing an entirely different map of
Bosnia with an array of new networks. In the course of one very
intense month in 1995, I traveled to Hohenfels, Germany, to
observe U.S. NATO forces simulating an answer to Bosnia as
they shifted from war games to high-tech “peace games”; to Oslo,
Norway, where researchers were busy rewriting the book on
peacekeeping/making; to Paris for an interview with Paul Virilio,
who was remapping the relationship of war, media, and technol-
ogy; to the outer reaches of Aberystwyth, Wales, where a group
of critical theorists met to redefine human rights and wrongs;
and back to London, to witness the gathering of activists from
Eastern and Central Europe as they plotted to protect and expand
the multiethnic, multiconfessional communities of Bosnia under
the umbrella of the Helsinki Citizen’s Assembly, a pan-European
peace, democracy, and human rights organization. By the end
of the trip the grid of a new network of critical consciousness
and civic action had begun to emerge around the elusive issues
of Bosnia.

I found a wide variety of people who were combining new
philosophies and new technologies to overcome the intractability
and complexity of the issues. Some were more interested in
redefining the problem than offering solutions; others were con-
cerned less with the philosophical niceties and more with the
pragmatic necessities of what the prevailing strategy—as often
put, to clean up or to clear out of Bosnia—really meant for
Europe. Some relied on the power of ideas, an alternative
media, and a reconstructed civil society; others on the power of
diplomacy backed by war, in this case the air power of NATO
and the land power of the U.S. First Armored Division. The
efforts ranged from laudable to laughable. But all deserve serious
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scrutiny, not least because the Balkans have a history of turning a
local disease into a European pandemic.

But the metaquestion of Bosnia requires one more meta-
theoretical aside, on the not trivial question of approach. This
record started as a travelogue, of how words and images travel,
sometimes reaching their intended destination, sometimes not.
But travelogues usually move at steamship speed, represent the
world in the sepia tones of old black and white postcards, and
render the foreign exotic and sometimes erotic to escape the
responsibilities and dullness of everyday life at home. This one
moves at train-plane-automobile speed, with occasional shifts into
Net overdrive, to bring those “alien” responsibilities back home. It
does not, however, resort to the breathless heroics of war corre-
spondence, where the “truth” is presented only in the form of
live, flak-jacketed, stand-up reportage. I did not intend to “go” to
Bosnia. I was more interested in how new intellectual, techno-
logical, and activist networks were bringing Bosnia home to a
European public consciousness. Was the Internet becoming a new
territory for global political action? In search of answers, I dipped
in and out of the virtual Bosnia represented on the Web, moving
through bulletin boards, booklists, home pages, electronic archives,
and even a “Bosnian Virtual Fieldtrip” on the Internet. In the spirit
of Paul Virilio, the best guide for technologically induced states of
consciousness, my account of these new efforts could be better
described as a “dromologue”: at once a sampling and a study of
how networked words and deeds traveling at speed might penetrate
the most resistant borders of the Bosnia Question.

Ever since Kraftwerk droned their Kerouacian ode to the “Bahn,
Bahn, Autobahn,” I've felt a strong urge to travel at hyperspeed
encased in German steel. However, my Alamo rental proved too
slow for the fast lane and I ended up stuck on the A3 motorway
behind endless convoys of U.S. Army trucks and Humvee jeeps
on their way, as | was, to the Hohenfels Combat and Maneuver
Training Center (CMTC). Worse, Armed Forces Radio had Cher’s
latest hit, “Love Can Build a Bridge,” on loop-play. The Cold War
is over, the majority of the troops have gone home, but the U.S.
occupation of Germany persists on air and on the road.

The U.S. Army owns, or more precisely, has “maneuver rights”
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over a significant piece of real estate in southern Germany, 178
square kilometers in Hohenfels alone. Spread out over the state of
Bavaria like an isosceles triangle are the three major sites of
the U.S. Seventh Army Training Command, through which the
European-based U.S. troops, as well as some units from the
British, Spanish, Canadian, and German armies and the Dutch
marines, rotate through for some laser-simulated warfare and
for live-fire exercises. The centers have an interesting heritage.
Grafenwoehr, the oldest, was set up by the Royal Bavarian Army
in 1907 to “play” some of the earliest Kriegspiele, or war games. It
served as the southern tactical arm of the northern Prussian head,
most infamously represented by Count von Schlieffen, chief of
the General Staff, who in 1905 designed the famous Schlieffen
Plan that was supposed to anticipate the next European conflict.
Instead, its ironclad “war by timetable” helped to precipitate the
First World War as one mobilization triggered a cascade of others
throughout Europe. The two other training centers owe their ori-
gins to Hitler’s rejection of the Treaty of Versailles, the peace of
the victors of the First World War, which included the humiliating
100,000-troop limitation for Germany. Rapidly filling up the
ranks with new conscripts, the Wehrmacht found itself short on
training space. Grafenwoehr was expanded, and two new sites
were created: Wildflecken in 1937 for the IX German Corps, and
Hohenfels in 1938 for the VII German Corps.

The morning I drove past the front gate and into the Hohenfels
Combat Maneuver Training Center, I learned a lesser-known part
of its history. The tank-crossing sign, resembling First World War
lead toys more than the M1 behemoths that skidded up the hill
ahead of me, momentarily caught my attention. But it was a more
conventional warning sign that seemed out of place—Cobble-
stones: Slippery When Wet. I later asked my handler, the very
knowledgeable, very affable Colonel Wallace, why the short strip
of quaint cobblestone interrupted the modern asphalt road into
the base. He thought it had been left intact as a tribute to the Polish
construction workers. Later I filled in the blanks: Hohenfels, begun
in 1938 and finished in 1940, had evidently been built by Polish
sklavenarbeiter, slave laborers. “Slippery when wet” was to become
something of a coda for me during my visit to Hohenfels. Wars,
when gamed, tend to lose their history of blood and deception.



54 Virtuous War

The reason I was there had taken on a special urgency. Just
before my arrival at Hohenfels, NATO air strikes on Bosnian Serb
ammunition dumps triggered the hostage taking of over 300 UN
peacekeepers. The cold peace flared hot when French soldiers in
Sarajevo fought back after Bosnian Serbs disguised in French
uniforms and UN blue helmets tried to take the Vrbanja Bridge.
Britain and France announced plans to send a rapid reaction
force: debate ensued whether it would be under UN command—
and whether the new artillery, armored vehicles, and helicopters
would be painted UN white or sovereign camouflage. President
Clinton, breaking with the stated policy of only providing U.S.
troops in the event of best- and worst-case scenarios—to monitor
a peace accord or to cover a UN withdrawal—suddenly
announced that he was ready to “temporarily” send troops in
support of the British and French forces. But morning-after polls
and the shoot-down of an F-16 U.S. pilot by the Serbs quickly
reversed that readiness. In fact, as I drove through Hohenfels for
my morning briefing I spied in the Stars and Stripes newspaper
box in front of the PX Burger King a tall headline and a big
photo: “A Hero’s Welcome ... Air Force Pilot Capt. Scott F.
O’Grady looks mighty glad to be back—alive—at Aviano AB.”
It seemed like the right time to come to Hohenfels to observe
that most virtuous form of military conflict, “Operations Other
than War.”

Just what that meant was supposed to be the subject of the
morning brief. But confusion reigned, not least because sometime
between my first fax-barrage requesting a visit to the base and
my arrival, a name-change had taken place. The more anodyne
“Stability Operations” had replaced “Operations Other than
War.” Word hadn’t quite gotten through the ranks, and people
kept shifting back and forth between the two. The confusion
mounted as I sat in a darkened theater with my two handlers,
Captain Fisher and Colonel Wallace, on either side, and listened
to the opening to Major Demike’s multimedia, name-negating
“brief.” The major clearly had a take-no-prisoners attitude toward
the English language: “Army units from U.S.AREUR (troops
in Europe) rotate through the CMTC (I got that one) at least once
a year for 21 days of Force-on-Opfor training” (good guys
versus bad guys), “situational training with MILES in the Box”
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(dial-a-scenario field exercises using lasers rather than bullets),
“BBS training” (not bulletin-board systems, but networked com-
puter battle simulations with units based elsewhere), and “after-
action reviews” (video presentations of what went wrong on the
battlefield).

It was all very impressive, but with Clausewitz’s warnings about
military jargon in mind, I had just about reached my tolerance
level. I had gone one brief too far and, short on sleep, I started to
fade and daydream about some desk jockey sitting somewhere in
an inner-ring, windowless office of the Pentagon, whose sole mis-
sion was to regularly abbreviate and if necessary change the name
of anything in the military that becomes decipherable to the lay-
man before its shelf life of usefulness is expired.

But once the briefer hit the simulation hotkey, my attention
returned. Major Demike got into it with vigor: “We have at CMTC
the most realistic battlefield. The instrumentation system is state
of the art. It is the best in the world.” He skipped through tech-
nology like the MILES (Multiple Integrated Laser Engagement
System) for firing and recording laser hits; the microwave relays
that allowed for near real-time production of the video after-
action reviews; and the simulated mortar and artillery capability.
To punctuate the point, Colonel Wallace stepped in: “Once a unit
goes into the Box, with the exception that they’re shooting laser
bullets, and that a guy, instead of falling down with a gunshot
wound, will read from a card he’s carrying in his pocket how
badly hurt he is, virtually everything we do is real. There’s nothing
simulated in the Box.”

The major became more animated when he moved into the
details of the technological capability of the CMTC. Instru-
mentation systems gather and process battlefield data that obser-
ver/controllers use to provide instant feedback for both sides of
the operation. There is a seamless web of command and control
between Building 100 (like its Fort Irwin counterpart, called “Star
Wars”) from which the battles are run and the troops out on
maneuvers in the Box. For instance, simulated artillery attacks are
launched via Silicon Graphics workstations, and hits are assessed
according to probability software, which calculates trajectories,
terrain, and the grid locations of vehicles and troops, which are
constantly updated by Global Positioning Systems. Hits are then
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transmitted to each vehicle, as a “commo kill” (communications
knocked out), “near miss,” or “catastrophically destroyed.” News
of a simulated death comes in a female voice: the tone evidently
better captures the attention of the adrenalized or battle-fatigued
soldier. My query about what happens when women eventually
join combat simulations was met with a blank stare by the major,
but the colonel picked up on it: he assured me that the female
voice will always stand out from the background of male ones.
My stock question about the realism of the simulated battlefield
received the stock answer, but with a raising of the technological
ante: the National Training Center, CMTC’s better-known state-
side rival in the Mojave Desert, was still using the first generation
of MILES to simulate weapons’ effects, while they had the inter-
active MILES 2 with data communication interface ($9,000 a
unit). “Everything is wired,” said the major, who clearly had an
enthusiasm for hackneyed sound bites.

After a long slog through computer graphics on the organiza-
tion and function of the CMTC, we finally got to the geopolitical
gist of tomorrow’s “Stability Operation.” Up came a map of
“Danubia,” trisected into “Sowenia,” “Vilslakia,” “Juraland,”
and, looking very much like a small fiefdom among them, the
CMTC. The major’s pointer started to fly: “Three separate coun-
tries have split off from Danubia—Sowenia and Vilslakia are at
odds with each other. When we want to transition into high-
intensity conflict, we have Juraland, which has heavy forces, come
in on the side of one or other of the parties.” Prodded to just once
utter the word “Bosnia,” he would go no further, except to say
that the scenario was based on intelligence sources, CNN reports,
and the “threat books.” For my benefit he did add, “You don’t
have to be a rocket scientist to figure out what this is modeled on.”

No rocket scientist, I resorted to a kind of semiotics to sort out
the countries. The new countries of the disintegrating Danubia
bore some obvious similarities to the region of Yugoslavia: to the
former republic, now independent state of Slovenia, or more
probably, the western enclave of Slavonia contested by the Croats
and Serbs; and, of course, to the Jural mountain range. “Vil-
slakia” remained a mystery. The countries surrounding Danubia
were familiar enough that I accessed my own laptop intelligence
source, Microsoft’s CD-ROM version of Cinemania ’95. It was
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not needed for the country to the northwest: “Teutonia” referred
back to the early Germanic tribes. However, “Freedonia” to the
northeast of Danubia was clearly taken from the 1933 war satire
Duck Soup, in which Groucho Marx so effectively played the
power-hungry dictator of said country that the real dictator Mus-
solini banned the film from Italy. And below Danubia was “Ruri-
tania,” the country in the clouds that provided the surreal setting
for W. C. Field’s 1941 classic, Never Give a Sucker an Even Break.
What should one make of the army’s strange choice of simulated
countries? Probably nothing much, except that some war gamer
had a sense of humor as well as of history—and, perhaps, also
something for Margaret Dumont, who plays in both comedies the
great dame (or Great Dane, as Fields might have drolled). But I
was left wondering: play by the intertext, die by the intertext?

The briefing ended with a short video of a Stability Operation.
By way of introduction, Colonel Wallace informs me that “none
of this stuff is staged, it’s all from live footage taken by the Viper
video teams in the Box.” Before I can fully enjoy the colonel’s
knack for paradox, the lights dim, the screen flickers, and Graham
Nash is singing about “soldiers of peace just playing the game.”
The first clip is of a confrontation between partisans and soliders
that escalates into heated words; the last is in the same tent, with
handshakes and professions of friendship being exchanged. In
between UN convoys are stopped by civilians, soldiers go down,
wounded or dead, a body-bagged corpse is spat upon by a parti-
san, food supplies are hijacked by townspeople, a female member
of the media gets shoved around, an explosion and panic in the
town streets, a sniper fires on a Humvee, dogs sniff for explosives,
infiltrators are caught in a nightscope, a UN flag waves defiantly,
and an old man drops to his knees in the mud in front of a
Humvee, begging for food. More in the sentimental aesthetic of
an AT&T advert than a hyperreal MTV clip, it is strangely mov-
ing. I am disarmed by it.

But the mood shifts quickly when the major concludes the
briefing by handing me a four-inch thick pile of documents. The
rest of the day was a whirlwind of briefs-to-go. First stop was
the Warlord Simulation Center, full of desktops and Sun Graphic
computers for planning, preparing, and running simulations in
the Box, out of the Box, or through the cyber-Box, that is,
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simulation networking (SIMNET), “remoting via satellite in and
out of the Box to anywhere in the world.” Next stop was a cav-
ernous warehouse, full of MILES gear under the watchful eye of
Sergeant Kraus, who probably gave the best brief of the day. A
man who clearly loves his job—or is just eager for some human
company—he was as articulate as his lasers (“instead of a bullet it
sends out 120 words on a laser beam, in the center are eight kill
words, anything else is a wound or near miss”), as he made his
way through the various shapes, types, and generations of laser
and sensors, all set up on a variety of weapons and menacing
mannequins. He was only temporarily stumped once, when I
asked what would happen if a Danubian snuck up and hit one of
his dummies on the head. Would any bells and lights go off? He
replied with considerable sarcasm: “Excuse me? ROE?” Colonel
Wallace translated: “Against the Rules of Engagement. One-
meter rule. No physical contact in the Box.” It seems that one
conveys body-to-body harm with real words, not laser words, for
example, “I am butt-stroking you now, so fall down.” 1T would
later find out that in Operations Other than War, the Rules of
Engagement were there to be broken.

The day ended with an interview with the pugnacious com-
mander of the base, Colonel Lenz, who made a persuasive case
for Stability Operations as essential training for the increasing
number of missions in that “gray area between war and peace.”
He would not, however, be drawn out on the significance of the
euphemistic downgrading of “Military Operations Other than
War (MOOTW) to “Operations Other than War” (OTW) to
“Stability Operations” (too new to have an acronym?), especially
when I queried him about the possibility that some might find the
notion of stability based on the status quo to be offensive, in both
senses of the word, when stabilization is perceived to be an enemy
of justice, or simply just deserts. “That’s above my pay-grade,”
was the colonel’s reply. At the end of the interview he kindly
suggested a debrief after my visit to the Box: “I’ve got people
upstairs who can suck a guy’s brain dry.”

That was sufficient incentive to stay up that night and wade
through the stack of papers that I had been given. The bulk of
it was a 400-page document called the “Coordinating Draft of the
7th Army Training Command White Paper of Mission Training
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Plan for Military Operations Other than War.”* A substantial
part of it breaks down the “Critical Tasks of the Task Force,” like
the establishment of a quick reaction force, checkpoints, lodg-
ments; conduct liaison with local authorities and convoy escort
operations; provide command and control and protect the force;
and of no lesser importance, plan for media. Specific scenarios for
battalions, company, and platoons are spelled out. The phil-
osophy of operations other than war is conveyed in the introduc-
tion, and after wading through all the acronymic muck and
bureaucratese (“Traditional MTP crosswalk matrixes for refer-
ences and collective tasks are also included in this MTP”) the final
paragraph emerges as a reasonably clear summary of the purpose
of the plan:

As we continue to maintain our proficiency in traditional
wartime operations, our forces must also be ready to operate
effectively in non-traditional roles. Units involved in conflicts
anywhere within the full spectrum of operations will always
face some elements of a complex battlefield. These elements
include civilians in the area of operations, the press, local
authorities, and private organizations. This White Paper is
designed to assist leaders at all levels to more fully understand
and prepare for these new challenges.’

In other words, the “White Paper” was this year’s model for the
high-tech, post-Cold War simulations and training exercises that
would prepare U.S. Armed Forces for pre-peacekeeping non-
interventions into those postimperial spaces where once- and
wannabe-states were engaged in postwar warring. In terms of past
experiences rather than future threats, Somalia, Haiti, Rwanda,
and—judging from the many references to the British Wider
Peacekeeping Manual—Northern Ireland lurked between the
lines. But in this simulated shadowland between military combat,
police action, and relief aid, other ghosts could be discerned:
Bosnia, yes, but why not, as the next operation other than war, a
counternarcotics operation in Colombia? Or a quarantine of a
paramilitary survivalist camp in Idaho? Or checkpoints and con-
voy escort through a riotous Los Angeles? This week, however,
the enemy at Hohenfels reflected the headlines.
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Very early the next day, I was heading for the Box, where the
warring ethnic groups of a disintegrating “Danubia” were about
to make life very hard for the visiting First Armored Division.
The morning began with a low fog—confirmed by the weather
report at yet another brief, the “Battle Update for Rotation 95—
10.” The mission: “To provide humanitarian assistance and sep-
arate belligerent factions.” It was broken down from the level of
UNDANFOR (United Nations Danubian Force) commander to
squadron tasks, and equipment lists, tactical rules of engagement,
task-force organization, and maps with vehicle and troop posi-
tions were presented through a series of computer graphics. A
schedule of major events followed, some of which required trans-
lation from the briefer, like “1100—Scud Ambush of Convoy”
(not the missile, but the “Sowenian Communist Urban Defend-
ers”), or “2230—1Jerk Raid versus Care Facility in Raversdorf
(again, not Steve Martin, but the “Jurische Ethnic Rights Korps,”
guerrilla forces operating in the south sector). By the end of the
brief I was badly in need of a scorecard.

Finally we were on our way to the Box. There was a bit of delay
as I struggled with the camouflaged ensemble of Gore-Tex jacket,
pants, and boots (for the mud). My faith in our Humvee was
tested when the door handle came off in my hand. But Colonel
Wallace proved to be as good a handle-fixer as he was a handler,
and we were soon off. During the short ride through a gently
sloping open terrain with trees on most of the hilltops, Colonel
Wallace did the eco-army routine—"“there are more trees and
grass growing now than when we got here”—and as if on cue, a
substantial herd of deer dashed across the road in front of us.
The valleys and hillsides looked pretty chewed up by all the man-
euvers, portaloos dotted the landscape, but the fauna seemed
to appreciate the fact that the U.S. Army—unlike the Bavarian
hunters outside the Box—were shooting blanks.

The first stop was a UN checkpoint, one of many where civil-
ians were stopped and forced to do a kind of “self-search” for
weapons or explosives. No hands-on policing here. Most of the
M1 tanks and Bradleys had their turrets reversed, the universal
symbol of nonaggression (or surrender). We arrived with a UN
food convoy that was supposed to pass through the mock town
of Ubingsdorf. The town came complete with the steep-roofed
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houses of Bavaria, a church with a steeple (no sniper in sight), a
cemetery (no names on the gravestones), a mix of Vilslakian
and Sowenian townspeople (dressed by a retired psy-ops sergeant
in what he described as “the eastern European grunge look,”
accessorized with the requisite MILES vest), and a mayor in a
green felt fedora, who was insisting that the food be off-loaded for
his hungry people.

Language differences, a belligerent crowd, an aggressive
reporter with an intrusive cameraman, all jacked up the tension
level. “Lt. Colonel Vladimir,” commander of the local Vilslakian
garrison, was refusing to bring the rabble to order. Chants for
food in a kind of pidgin German—*"“Essen, Essen”—made voice
communication difficult. Suddenly the crowd began to move
towards the trucks, and a few rocks were thrown. The U.S. troops
began to retreat back to the trucks, but already some of the
townspeople were clambering up onto them. It was then that the
first rule of engagement, right up there with the Prime Directive
of no-no’s, was broken by one of the soldiers when he grabbed
a civilian to toss him off. “One-meter rule, one-meter rule!” was
shouted by the observer/controllers on the scene. Some tanks and
Bradleys, probably called up by the besieged sergeant in charge of
negotiating with the mayor, came roaring up to join the convoy.
When I turned to capture their arrival with my Hi-8 camera, a
soldier suddenly knocked it—and me—backwards. As I stum-
bled, an observer/controller jumped out again to reprimand the
soldier. Besides breaking the one-meter rule, he had failed to tell
the real media from the pretend ones.

The situation eventually died down when the townspeople were
rounded up and put under guard. Negotiations resumed, resulting
in something of a compromise: the food would be unloaded at the
local UN headquarters. But after the troops pulled out, I watched
as some of the townspeople pulled off the most realistic maneuver
of the day: they scampered off with some of the large crates of
food. Colonel Wallace later told me this was not in the script. I
had witnessed some Box improv.

The scriptwriters clearly had it in for this convoy. At just about
every checkpoint, food had to be traded for safe passage. And
now, as we roared ahead in the colonel’s Humvee for high ground,
I noticed an observer/controller crouched in the ruins of a
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building probably dating back to the Wehrmacht days. A bad
sign. As the convoy descended down the hill all hell broke loose—
machine-gun fire from the hills, smoke bombs marking hits, and
the light-and-sound show of MILES sensors going off. The M1
tanks and Bradleys reacted sluggishly to the ambush, not moving,
and worse, keeping their turrets reversed in the defensive posture,
making it impossible to identify the enemy with thermal sights.
Instead, someone from the convoy called in for a Cobra helicopter
gunship, breaking another rule of engagement: only “minimum”
or proportional force should be used in a counterattack, to pre-
vent a needless escalation of violence. From the last two engage-
ments, it seemed apparent that the shift from war/sim to peace/sim
was not going to be an easy one.

Two nonstop days of high-tech peace-mongering had left me ready
to demilitarize, decompress, and—with a little help from some
deep thinkers—reconstruct what I had witnessed in Hohenfels. 1
headed north for Oslo, Norway, where peacekeeping was enjoying
something of a philosophical renaissance at NUPI (Norwegian
Institute of International Affairs) and PRIO (Peace Research
Institute). Working the margins of peace studies all through the
Cold War, these institutions, along with the Stockholm Peace
Research Institute in Sweden and the Center for Peace and
Conflict Research in Copenhagen, were now at the center of the
debate of what was next for Europe. They had written the book
from which the U.S. Army had cribbed their stability operations.
But through conversations with Iver Neumann and Age Eknes
at NUPI, Dan Smith and Ola Tunander at PRIO, and e-mail
with Ole Waver from the Copenhagen School of International
Relations, it became clear that they had moved on to broader,
deeper issues than peacekeeping. They were busy redefining the
question of European security, not through the conventional
concerns of national interest, international trade, and high dip-
lomacy, but through a new pragmatic mix of identity politics,
environmental issues, and cultural policy. They had come up
against the limits of geopolitics and game theory as well as struc-
turalism and marxism for understanding, let alone constructing, a
European community where flows of capital, information, tech-
nology, drugs, and refugees were supplanting and in some cases
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subverting the powers of the European community and the sover-
eign states within it. What happens when the center—whether
it is the sovereign state, the sovereign self, or a suprasovereign
European Union—no longer holds? Has its self-identity become
dependent upon a non-European other? In other words, does
Europe actually need Bosnia, the danger it represents, the other-
ness it embodies, for its own identity formation? Is Bosnia the
dumping ground for the West’s violence?

These Scandinavian scholars were looking to the works of
continental thinkers, like Michel Foucault, Emmanuel Levinas,
Jacques Derrida, Julia Kristeva, Gilles Deleuze, and Paul Virilio,
not so much for answers as for their challenge to the Cold War
narratives that no longer made any sense but seemed to persist
out of a fear of uncertainty and ambiguity. After the Cold War,
what? Postmodernity? A neomedievalism of overlapping political,
religious, and economic authorities and wars? Or, more frighten-
ingly, the new world order in real time on CNN? These were
dangerous flux times for Europe, when fragile identities get
squeezed into a fearful sameness, and petty differences get split up
into a hostile otherness. In this broader context these Nordic
think-tankers were working hard on the Bosnia Question, not
with the pretense that there was an answer, but that in the very
networking of it Europe might rewrite its future.

At my next stop in Paris I met with a man who seemed intent
on exploding the Bosnia Question into a hundred fractals of per-
ceptual fields. Urban architect, social theorist, museum curator,
bunker photographer, cinematist, teacher, researcher into the rela-
tionship of war, perception, and technology, author of over a
dozen books, Paul Virilio was ready to talk about Bosnia—and
just about any other topic that we could fit in between courses at
La Coupole.

JD: Why do you write?

PV: War. I am, I would say, a “war baby.” I was born in 1932
with the advent of fascism. During the Second World War, I
was a child. I lived in a terrible way. I lived under the reign of
technological as well as under an absolute terror. I lived in a
town, Nantes, which was destroyed by the Americans, the
English, the Allies. When people tell me about speed, I say I
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lived at this incredible moment: we could hear on the French
radio that the Germans were in Orleans. I was in Nantes,
and ten minutes later, I could hear noise in the street. We
were already occupied. It was blitzkrieg. After, 1 lived
through the air battles and bombings. It’s extraordinary how
a town can vanish in one bombing. For a child, a town is like
the Alps, a town is eternal like mountains. One bombing and
everything is destroyed. These are the traumatizing events
that shaped my thought. War was my university: everything
came out of that.

In War and Cinema and in much of your more recent work
you draw a direct link between war and, as you put it, the
“logistic of perception.”

Of course. The logistic of perception started by including
immediate perception, that of the high sites, that of the
tower and then that of the telescope. War started with high
spots. So the logistic of perception was, in first place, the
geographical logistic of the domination of a high site. . ..
One can notice the way in which the field of perception of
war and the battlefield developed, simultaneously, at the
same time. At first, the battlefield was local, then it became
worldwide and finally became global, which means satellized
with the invention of video and of the spy satellites of
observation of the battlefield. So at present, the develop-
ment of the battlefield corresponds to the field of perception
enabled by the telescope and the wave optics, the electro-
optics, video, and of course for infography, in short all the
medias. From now on, the battlefield is a global one. It is not
worldwide anymore in the sense of the First or Second
World War. It is global in the sense of the planet, the
geosphere.

Did the Gulf War not take place, as Baudrillard claims?
Baudrillard’s sentence is negationist, and I reproached him
for it. The Gulf War was a reduced world war, in the sense
that control through satellites was needed. One could say
that it was a fractal war. Just as I said before, that with
modern techniques and new logistics of perception, the
battlefield of the Gulf War also developed within the field of
perception. It appeared to be a local war, in the sense that its
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battlefield was very small compared with the Second World
War. However, considering its representation, it was a
worldwide war. It was worldwide at the media level, thanks
to the technology of object-acquisition with satellites, and
thanks to the remote control of war. I am thinking about the
Patriot antimissiles that were directed from the Pentagon
and from a satellite situated over the Gulf countries. So, on
one hand, there was a local war of small interest, with very
little human loss on one side, with very little consequences,
but on the other hand, there was a unique field of perception
operating. Unlike the Vietnam War, it was a worldwide war,
live, with all the special effects, of course, the data processing
supervised by the Pentagon, and by the censorship of the
military staff. So, yes, this war happened, more on a screen
than on the ground. It happened more on the TV screen
than in the reality of the battlefield. To that extent, one can
say that real time defeated real space.

And how does cinematic space fit in?

Cinema really interested me because of its roots. I would like
to remind you that the totality of my work is about speed,
my work is dromologic. Unavoidably, after dealing with
metabolic speed, the role of cavalry in history, the role of
speed in the human body, the athlete’s body, I became inter-
ested in technological speed. Just after technological speed,
after railways and aircraft, comes absolute speed and the
passage to electromagnetic waves. Cinema interested me as a
step leading to the speed of electromagnetic waves. Cinema
interested me because of cinematism, the way in which
images move, their acceleration. But today with video and
television, this speed is absolute. We are at the foot of the
wall of speed. We are confronted by this wall of the speed of
light, we have reached the limit of acceleration, according to
relativity. It is a great historical event. The cybercult is a cult
to the absolute speed of electromagnetic waves, which con-
vey information.

What about Bosnia?

It’s very different. The Gulf War and the Bosnian one
share nothing in common. First, because their territor-
ies are so different. Iraq is a desert, an ideal territory for



66

JD:

PV:

Virtuous War

experimenting with new weapons, whereas Bosnia is a com-
plex territory because of the topography. The conditions in
which the Bosnians are fighting are those of a guerrilla. So
these wars can’t be compared. Once we have said that, it is
possible to compare the role of the media in both wars. I
mean that without the media, without television, the Leba-
nese war or the Yugoslavian war wouldn’t have happened.
The trigger of the operations of the civil war was linked to
the medias, to their crime-inducing role, to their war appeal.
The geostrategic and also the geopolitic dimension are
related to the war powers of those who control television, to
their ability to provoke and start a war. I am not the one who
says it, many people in Sarajevo say so. The photographic
and televisual coverage is not of the same nature. So each
war has its own personality. Each time a war starts it has to
be learned. It is unique in itself even if the armaments aren’t
quite the same.

What is the difference between geostrategy and geopolitics?
In Bosnia?

Geopolitics relies mainly on geography. Geopolitics is older
than geostrategy. I would say that in order to have geostrat-
egy, there has to be a very developed technological means
such as an air force, or naval fleet. Naval geostrategy existed
before the aircraft one and before the global one with the
satellites, the conquest of space. So, geopolitics goes back to
Julius Caesar, the conquest of the Gauls, or the war of the
Peloponnese with Thucydides. It is a war of land, a conquest
of sites and towns. The domination of the territory is a
determinant element in the battle. So, war in Yugoslavia is
still linked to the territory. It is a determinant element in the
battle. This is why the Western countries are afraid of it; they
are afraid of an Afghanistan or a Vietnam in Europe, of
something inextricable. Yugoslavia was the first one to start
a strategy of popular defense, the famous defense-in-depth.
Yugoslavians have a co-managed society that co-manages
defense. War has been able to develop in Yugoslavia because
defense and armaments were shared out on the whole terri-
tory—except for the tanks that were kept in the barracks of
the big towns. So, the structure is very particular: it is a
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guerrilla and a civil war structure that is linked to territory.
For example, a civil war wasn’t possible in the desert of Iraq.
Geography doesn’t allow a very developed geopolitical war.
On the other hand it allows a very developed geostrategy,
because the territory is like a billiards table, like the sea, a
naval strategy.

Taking into account both the geopolitical and geostrategic
factors, what should the West do in Bosnia?

Police. When it’s impossible to make war, police. At present,
the NATO forces and the UN are a police army. And in such
a situation, a situation that is not unlike that of some towns
in America and the suburbs in France, a situation on the
verge of civil war, the only possible thing to do is police.

Is there a technological solution for such a national crisis?
A terrible question, in philosophical terms. One is forced to
speak about the unequal development of the nations. The
national identity is linked to the industrial or technological
development of a country. And in our world, technical
development of the means of production is inseparable
from the development from the means of destruction. We
are talking of armaments. I would say that the proliferation
of the conflict in Bosnia was encouraged because the coun-
tries that owned the means of destruction sold their tech-
nology of destruction. They did so for market reasons and
for the arms race. So the unequal development between the
nations remains technologically unbalanced. The worst
example is that of nuclear proliferation. Whether we want it
or not, the unequal development nowadays is unequal
because of the armament race and because of the dealers.
... You must go to Le Bourget [the Paris Air Show] and see
for yourself.

Which will be more important in the future: software, hard-
ware, or wetware?

I have a theory that I have developed in my book. There
are three industrial or technologic revolutions. The first
important one, at a technological level, is that of transport,
which will encourage the development of territory with rail-
ways, airports, motorways, airports of all kinds, electric
wires, cables, etc. It’s a geopolitical element. The second
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revolution is nearly simultaneous: it is that of transmissions.
It is Marconi, Edison, radio and television; and from then
on, technology detaches itself from the territory. It becomes
immaterial, electromagnetic. The third revolution, which is
preparing itself, is of a revolution of transplantation. All
these technologies of communication, the capacity of
grafts—which have been used in aircrafts and missiles—
encourage nanotechnology, the possibility to reduce tech-
nology up to the point of introducing it into the human
body, to the point of introducing what Marinetti and some
others wished for: the possibility of feeding the human body
not only with chemicals but with technique. So, in the future,
we will have the possibility of a technological colonization
of the human body just as the geographical world was colon-
ized by transports, communication, equipment. It is an
incredible event. What enabled the development of territor-
ies, towns and also the urban development will be applied to
the human body just as if we had the town in the body and
not only around the body. The town at home: in vitro, in vivo,
the town in oneself. There is here a return of the anthropo-
morphic dimension of technology in the human body. We
see it with additional technologies on eyes, with heart stimu-
lators, the possibilities of adding electronic memories to the
brain as Marvin Minski suggested. So three revolutions:
transport, transmission, transplantation. Technique is
introduced in the body. Biomachine is on its way.

This sounds familiar. Everyone in the United States seems to
be reading Toffler—

Personally, that does not reassure me. I criticize it, man over-
excited by technique, the machine man. But I don’t think it’s
progress.

What are the ethical implications of these new technological
developments?

First, I think that the three revolutions we have just talked
about lead to a technical integrism. I think that the power of
technique will lead to its religion, a technocult, a kind of
cybercult. Just as there is in Islamic, a Christian, a Jewish
integrism, there is a technical integrism in power, which
is made possible with the technologies of information.
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Fundamentalism, in the field of technology, is just as dan-
gerous as the religious one. Modern man killed the God of
transcendence, the God of Judeo-Christianity, and he
invented a machine god, a deus ex machina. One should be
an atheist of technique. I try to be an atheist of technique. I
am in love with technique. My image is that of the fight
between Jacob and the angel. He meets God’s angel but in
order to remain a man, he must fight. This is the great image.
What comes next?

I think that the infosphere, the information sphere, will
impose itself on the geosphere. We will live in a reduced
world. The capacity of interaction, interactivity will reduce
the world, the real space, to next to nothing. So, soon, in the
future men will have a feeling of being shut up in a very
small world, a narrow world. As I said, there is a speed
pollution that reduces the world to nothing. I think that, just
as Foucault talked about this feeling of being shut up in
prison, the future generation will have this feeling of being
shut up in the world, of incarceration which will certainly be
on the verge of the unbearable. The last image: interactivity
is to real space what radioactivity is to atmosphere. It’s
destructive.

It’s pessimistic.

It’s critical. Criticism is Jacob’s fight against the angel. It’s
not negative. We mustn’t abandon technique. We have to
fight it without denying it. It’s the angel. O.K., we can have
lunch now.

Twenty years ago Virilio wrote that airports had become the
ur-model of future cities: with their highly mobile populations,
increased surveillance, fear of the other, recurrent violation of
basic rights in the name of security, tracked movement, and mise-
en-scéne for the metaphysical collapse of arrival and departure.
These proved to be home truths as I left for Charles-de-Gaulle
Airport, with, on Virilio’s recommendation, a planned stop-
over at Le Bourget airport where the annual Paris Air Show was
in full swing. This had become the high-tech arms bazaar for
the twenty-first century: the French Dassault Rafale fighter,
Eurofighter 2000, Eurocopter Tiger, Swedish Gripen fighter,
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Russian Sukhoi-32 bomber, even a European Space Agency
Ariane 5 booster were on display. But all this Euro-hardware was
blown out of the sky by the first public outing in Europe of the
U.S. B-2 Stealth Bomber, the so-called “flying wing” that was to
fly nonstop to Paris after a simulated bombing run over the
Netherlands.

But the real insight came as I killed some time on the metro
platform, talking with a couple of midlevel arms dealers on their
way back from the show. Tom, from New York and in cowboy
boots, filled me in. “What do you want to know? The reason why
everyone is here? For everybody to see just how proficient we have
become at killing people. One manufacturer will tell you that his
machine can kill 5,000 people, the next guy is selling 5,050. That’s
a sad commentary, believe me. . . . Unfortunately, I make a living
at it.” I asked him the Bosnia Question. “We’re getting into a
political thing now. I’d just like to give them the arms and let them
fight . .. let them defend themselves.” I had a plane to catch to
England, but at Charles-de-Gaulle Airport I got to watch my
Airbus pull away without me as passport control held everybody
up to shake down a Colombian woman. Virilio was right: you’re
either on the plane or off the plane.

While at Oxford to research the interwar, I met with Timothy
Garton Ash at Gee’s, a glass conservatory turned into a restaur-
ant, a fitting venue for the pellucid historian to throw stones at
the conventional wisdom on Bosnia. He believes the violence of
the Bosnia Question can only be understood in the context of the
more peaceful transformations in Poland, Germany, Hungary,
and Czechoslovakia, which he had artfully chronicled as an eye-
witness in his book The Magic Lantern: The Revolution of '89.°
“There is no such thing as ‘postcommunism.’ It differs as radically
as the Czech Republic—probably a more stable democracy than
Greece—and Bosnia.” The differences can be traced to their par-
ticular mixes of history, geography, and leadership, with the “most
obvious” being the Western inheritance of Central Europe, “from
the Renaissance through the Reformation to the Enlightenment
and the Industrial Revolution, and the experience of democracy in
the twentieth century.” But less obvious factors play a great if not
greater role in the outcome: “Central Europe had liberal, post-
communist elites who were determined to steer their countries to
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the West, which was just next door, whereas the key to what hap-
pened in Bosnia is that you had communist elites who were pre-
pared to manipulate, to exploit nationalist sentiments to remain in
power, and this is the crucial feature—‘the Milosevic phenome-
non’—a manipulative, postcommunist nationalism, that is the
key to the descent of the former Yugoslavia into civil war.”

With less hyperbole but equal passion, Ash believes like
Virilio that the media contributed to the unique, almost viral
character of the transformation, an accelerated blend of net-
worked reform and peaceful revolution that he calls “refolution.”
It was Vaclav Havel quoting Tim Garton Ash on the samizdat TV
program Videojournal who said it best: “Ten years in Poland,
ten months in Hungary, ten weeks in East Germany, ten days in
Czechoslovakia.” Ash wrote as an eyewitness of a “telerevolu-
tion,” in which Hungarian oppositionists led their first major
demonstration to the television station, and of Czechs, after see-
ing Germans demonstrate in Leipzig, come out in the tens of
thousands to Wenceslas Square, chanting as one, “Do it like the
Germans,” and later, “Live transmission!” Now he wants to
take the idea further, playing with the concept of a “virtual revo-
lution.” “The Czech revolution was a fairy tale, revolution as
opera, no violence whatsoever. And then comes the Romanian
revolution—shell-pitted building, blood-soaked flags, Central
Committee in flames—and everyone in the West says to them-
selves, ah, this is a real revolution, we know what a revolution
looks like—when in fact it was the Czechs who had the revolu-
tion, not the Romanians.”

Garton Ash is underwhelmed by current academic efforts to
understand the region. “Just as SS-20s have been turned into trac-
tors, sovietologists have been turned into ‘transitologists’ . . . that
is to say, a political scientist trying to interpret postcommunist
Europe according to one dominant paradigm. For the whole
Soviet period it was one of stasis, there was no fundamental
change, what was unthinkable was the end of communism, only
intrasystem change was thinkable. Now it’s the opposite para-
digm, namely the paradigm of permanent change and the teleo-
logical paradigm of transition to democracy—which is almost
equally inappropriate.” Over coffee I asked him for his best- and
worst-case scenarios for Bosnia. At first he begged off, saying that
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he preferred description to prescription. He would go only so far
as to invoke the insight that comes from historical knowledge,
chief among them that all empires eventually come to an end.
“The realistic best case now is that some sort of a crude balance
of power, a mutual terror, is created between all three partners in
the conflict, rather than the current two, and on that basis you
have a partition and probably a transfer of populations as with
Greece and Turkey after the First World War. Then in twenty
years time you might have a modus vivendi.” His worst case? The
third world war. “I can absolutely see, if it is not controlled or
exhausted, a knock-on effect to Hungary and Slovakia. If you
start pushing up into Eastern and Central Europe, if that’s the
direction that the fire spreads, then it becomes less likely that
German interests will remain unaffected. I mean, then, that the
cliché that the E.U. has made war in Europe an impossibility is
just that—a piety.”

From Oxford I left for Aberystwyth, a seaside town in Wales
that sells postcards on the boardwalk almost as faded as its hey-
day as the last stop for Victorian holiday-makers. My favorite was
captioned “Mixed Bathing at Aberystwyth,” with a turn-of-the-
century crowd gathered on the shore to watch two elephants
cavort in the water. This weekend, however, center ring was at
the University of Wales, where leading international thinkers on
human rights had gathered to ask the Big Questions. What good
is the legal pretense of human rights when the fact of human
wrongs is so in evidence? Are there universal human rights or are
rights culturally relative? Does citizenship exhaust our obligations
as human beings?

The presentations were marked by critical and ethical attempts
to trouble the simple truths as well as cynical dismissals that
often surround the discourse of human rights. One speaker stood
out from the crowd, as much for his long service in the trenches
of human rights struggles as for the measured hopefulness
that he had managed to maintain throughout it all. Richard
Falk, Milbank Professor of International Law and Practice at
Princeton University, true to form, was opposed to intervention in
Bosnia. He sees something of a scissors effect operating, between
public pressure “to do something,” produced by media exposure
to human wrongs, and the dominant realist predilection of states
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to keep out unless vital interests are at stake. The result is that
“you get shallow intervention and a ‘politics of gesture’ rather
than any intervention of a transformative nature. This politics of
gesture means that you do something, but you do something that
doesn’t involve big risks. Sanctions are a perfect example of that,
which has a very cruel impact, as in Iraq and Bosnia, where the
impact is not on the supposed wrong-doers but on the civilian
population that is caught in between.” This leads to the so-called
“Mogadishu syndrome,” where “world leaders become extremely
wary of any kind of exposure to indigenous resistance, which is
likely to occur in Bosnia.” Falk is not ready to take liberal profes-
sions for human rights at face value. “One has to remember that
genocide has never been opposed in international society on its
own; it has only been opposed when it has been incidental to some
other kind of enterprise. The liberal democracies were willing to
live with fascism and Nazism so long as it stayed within its own
borders.” So too will it be with Bosnia.

Not one to end on such a pessimistic note, he asked as I was
putting away the recording gear to clarify something said earlier.
“The language of humanitarian intervention creates the illusion
that states and their international organizations really serve to
promote humanitarian goals. I think one needs to look elsewhere,
to the energies of civilian society, to find out how humanitarian
projects are promoted and realized, and I think maybe the experi-
ence of Eastern Europe in the late 1980s, South Africa’s struggle
against apartheid, and the civil rights in the United States is the
place to look. I'm skeptical of intervention from above, as distinct
from what might be called intervention from below, facilitated by
transnational civil forces.”

It was my good luck that the person who wrote the book on
“détente from below”—and was now applying those lessons to
human rights issues from the Baltic to the Balkans—was also in
Aberystwyth for the conference. In her writings and political
activism, Mary Kaldor, program director of the Centre for the
Study of Global Governance at the London School of Econom-
ics, has provided one of the clearest and most persuasive replies to
the Bosnia Question. She spoke to me of Bosnia as a new type of
disintegrative violence. “The disintegration of state structures
involves the disintegration of the state’s monopoly of violence



74 Virtuous War

and the state’s legitimacy, and with it the sense people once had
that the state can protect them and that it deserves their respect. A
second characteristic is the prevalence of identity politics that you
belong to a particular group for no other reason than a label. You
are a Catholic fighting against an orthodox Christian, but unlike
the Catholic of the seventeenth century who was born a Catholic
and would die one, these identities are really only labels, and as
such, reflect a kind of moral vacuum. A third characteristic is
the economic consequences that are very much linked to global-
ization and to the disintegration of productive structures like
the prevalence of unemployment, or trade-related activities, par-
ticularly black market activities.”

All important characteristics, but her last remarks impart a
virtuous character to new wars, as she calls them. “Just as crucial
is the way in which these wars are fought, in what people say are
low-tech ways, but I don’t think it’s true to say they’re low-tech.
They’re small scale, they’re dispersed, maybe nonhierarchical;
nevertheless, they use very advanced technology, very advanced
communications technology, which is very effective for mobilizing
large numbers of people. For instance, in Rwanda even if the
people use machetes, radios are very important to mobilize the
people to do it.” And for those politicians and pundits, from Jesse
Helms in Washington to our arms dealers in Paris who would like
to pull out and “let them slug it out,” Mary Kaldor responds that
these are already and always were “transnational forms of vio-
lence, and in all of these areas, they have become dependent on
humanitarian assistance and income from abroad.” Not least,
she says, is “the long reach and the deep pockets of the diaspora
populations.”

Unlike many other analysts, Mary Kaldor is quick to respond
to the question of what to do, and without resort to the usual
clichés. “Absolute key is building an alternative form of legitim-
acy, based on a substantially forward-looking project—not look-
ing backward to some probably imaginary time when Serbs were
Serbs, and Croats were Croats. This must be undertaken by people
in the area but also by international institutions, which haven’t
understood the importance of this. They see it as something nice
or utopian, but they don’t see it as something absolutely central
to establishing order in these areas. You can argue that force is
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necessary, but unless force carries with it the consent of the people
in the area, and is capable of mobilizing people, then the inter-
national institution will be no more than another party to this
disintegrative violence.” She strongly believes that less media
attention on the violence, and more on the nonviolent action of
civic groups—and to treat them as legitimate actors—is essential
to any long-lasting remedy.

A week later I saw Mary Kaldor’s words put into action. At her
urging I went to London, where European Dialogue—Britain’s
section of the Helsinki Citizen’s Assembly (HCA), which Kaldor
cofounded—was putting on a “State of Europe” conference at the
National Liberal Club. In this elite watering hole, upstairs in the
ballroom above the members-only Savage Club, a transnational
group of representatives from civic groups in Latvia, Romania,
Hungary, Russia, Czech Republic, and Bosnia-Herzegovina were
gathering to provide a perspective from below, for a new civil
society in Eastern/Central Europe and the Balkans. On the agenda
was a report for the upcoming European Union Intergovern-
mental Conference. But there was more urgent business: prepar-
ation for the Fourth Assembly of the Helsinki Citizen’s group
which is to be held in October on the fiftieth anniversary of the
founding of the United Nations. Where it was to be held is as
important as when: in the “safe haven” of Tuzla, Bosnia. TV kept
our focus on Sarajevo, but it is Tuzla that managed throughout
the conflict to preserve its multiethnic, multiconfessional, demo-
cratic community in defiance of Serbian aggression and pressure
for Muslim consolidation. It became a model for the Balkans.
By declaring it an “open city”—open to all nationalities and
religions—and bringing in all their representatives and supporters,
the HCA were going to stage their own peace simulation for
Bosnia.

I arrived just as a “reverse question time” was about to begin,
with Jon Snow of Channel 4 News moderating a long table full of
Central and Eastern European representatives, and taking ques-
tions from an audience that included then-shadow, soon-to-be
Foreign Minister Robin Cook, Shirley Williams, Robert Skidelsky,
and a wide mix of émigrés, activists, journalists, and others.
The Q and A produced a remarkable dialogue. To be sure, many
of the questions were critical, centered on the failure of the
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European Union and the United Nations to go beyond state-
centric solutions, its inability to reach out to the multicultural,
multiethnic groups represented in the room. But much discussion
was on the pragmatics of getting the E.U. and the United Nations
to truly implement their resolutions. To a person, everyone agreed
that the battle was to be won or lost on television. I asked Jon
Snow about the responsibility of media to counter the dissimula-
tions by all parties to the conflict. He readily admitted that the
international press had an abysmal record, all too often hiding
behind the pretense of objectivity and neutrality that always gave
the upper hand to the dissimulator. There clearly was a willing-
ness on his part to take sides. Interestingly, during an interview
that night on Channel 4 News, Jon Snow went after a Serb diplo-
mat who kept referring to the “crimes of Muslim terrorists” with
tenacity and temerity that would leave Dan Rather wondering
what the frequency was.

Is Bosnia, after Kosovo, still too fresh, too unresolved, to
draw any lessons? In the face of dangerous new relationships of
technology to violence, media to war, us to them, I was most
impressed by the efforts of the army, the academy, the average
citizen to respond by constructing an array of new networks. But
how could they match the most powerful forces in the Balkans,
what Edmund Burke called the “empire of circumstance”? In
spite of the baying of the Western triumphalists, the empire of
circumstance was the only empire to emerge victorious from the
end of the Cold War. The peace that followed, cold or hot, became
an especially bad war for peoples in the borderlands like the
Balkans who emerged from the thaw of once-rigid bipolar powers
and truths into a traumatized condition of ethnic as well as ethi-
cal insecurity. All kinds of politicians, pundits, and soldiers-as-
diplomats rushed into this geopolitical flux and moral void
with electoral promises (from Clinton to Chirac) and nationalist
propaganda (from Karadzic’s hard cop to Milosevic’s soft cop).
Others created a parallel universe of computerized simulations
(Operations Other than War) and dissimulations (genocide as
ethnic cleansing). And the majority, I would say, have hung back
and avoided the void; whether they, like the new, more isolationist
President Bush, will be able to maintain their angelic status is
another question.
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The Bosnia Question, simulated, televised, smart-bombed, and
finally negotiated at Dayton, would be superannuated by its
Kosovo sequel (see Chapter 8). Both were conducted as much
on networks—prime time, computer, and civic—as in real space.
Both triggered technological fixes and ethical responses in diplo-
matic, military, and nongovernmental circles. They were virtuous
wars, yet unfinished by a virtuous peace.

As 1 decelerated from this dromologue, an unexpected invita-
tion took me to Chicago for the National Strategy forum on “The
Information Revolution and National Security.” The setting, the
First Division Museum, was eerily apt: it had been founded by
the former editor and publisher of the Chicago Tribune, Colonel
Robert McCormick, who had fought at the battle of Cantigny in
the First World War with the same First Division that I had just
seen fight a simulated peace in Hohenfels. The doughboys’ first
victory in Europe marked America’s rise to great power status.
The walls of the conference room were filled with propaganda
poster art from the period. One in dark sepia tones stood out
from the rest: Save Serbia, Our Ally. The gathering was remarkably
eclectic: a Harvard academic followed by a UN representative
followed by a Bruce Sterling scenario for a twenty-first century
conflict. The epaulets of general and admiral trying to figure out
how to deal with threats from the information revolution were
rubbing up against the shoulders of longhairs from the Electronic
Frontier Foundation and Sun Microsystems, warning of the civil
liberties at risk if the military tried to regiment the elusive,
fungible nature of information flows.

The proceedings were strictly off-the-record, but that evening,
in a generous mood after dinner and brandy had been served, the
former director of Central Intelligence, James Woolsey, waived
the rule for me so I could quote from his keynote dinner address,
“The Impact of New Information and Communications Tech-
nologies on National Security.” The opening to his talk was pure
cyberpunk, drawing from Neal Stephenson’s Snow Crash to claim
that people were coming to prefer the cyberspatial order of the
“Metaverse” to the chaos and instability of the real world. He
punched the message home with a line that drew the most laughs:
“The Internet may be anarchic—but then we look at Bosnia.”
Woolsey, who probably gave the end of the Cold War its best if
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bleakest sound bite—“The dragon has been slain but the jungle is
filled with a bewildering variety of poisonous snakes”—captured
a paradox by mixing his metaphors. Perhaps he even helped to
produce one, for how we represent the world helps to construct—
as well as deconstruct—it. In this case, the simulated swords of
the dragon-slayers and the cartographic pens of the diplomats
failed, abysmally, in Bosnia. Is it not possible that the new virtu-
ous networks, in all their anarchy and disorder, might provide a
better, more realistic answer for the Bosnia question and the
inevitable nationalist conflicts to follow?



4 The simulation triangle

On Rigor in Science

In that Empire, the Art of Cartography reached such Perfection
that the map of one Province alone too