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Abstract

Military computer games continue to evoke a uniquely contradictory public,
intellectual, and critical response. Whilst denigrated as child’s play, they are
played by millions of adults; whilst dismissed as simplistic, they are used in
education, therapy, and military training; and whilst classed as meaningless,
they arouse fears over media effects and the propagandist influence of their
representations of combat. They remain the object of intense suspicion, and as
part of a new and growing mass medium, they are blamed for everything from
obesity to falling literacy standards, and from murder to Abu Ghraib. Much of
the suspicion surrounding military computer games has been caused by the
development of the military-entertainment complex - the relationship between
the computer game industry and the U.S. military which has seen the
production of dual-use games, co-produced by the military and the computer
game industry and released for both military training and commercial sale.
This relationship has placed military computer games at the centre of an
intensely politicized debate in which they have become characterized as a
mass medium which functions under the control of the military and political
establishment and which promotes the militaristic ideals of the
neoconservative Bush administration. This thesis serves as a fundamental
reevaluation of such preconceptions and prejudices, and in particular, a
complete reevaluation of the understanding of the relationship between
computer games and American militarism. Its analysis focuses on three main
areas: firstly, the content of military computer games; secondly, the
determinants which affect the production and representation of war in
computer games; and thirdly, the contribution of the representation of war in
computer games to the misunderstandings and misconceptions concerning

warfare which, in turn, have supported American militaristic beliefs.
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INTRODUCTION

Why Study Military Computer Games?

In 2006, U.S. military interventions in Venezuela, Iran and North Korea
threatened to trigger a global conflict. In Venezuela, the U.S. invasion was
met by accusations of psychological terror; in North Korea, The Korea Times
warned that the American attack would lead only to ‘miserable defeat and
gruesome deaths;”' and in Iran, an attack on Iranian nuclear facilities by
American Special Forces was met not only by petition campaigns and official
denunciations, but also Iranian infiltration into Iraq and attempts to disrupt

world oil supplies by blowing up a U.S. tanker in the Strait of Hormuz.

Of course, none of these events occurred in reality; they occurred only in the
virtual reality of computer games. Yet such was the significance attached to
these computer game representations that the events that they portrayed came
to play a part at the level of genuine global geopolitics. In Venezuela, Ismael
Garcia, a Venezuelan congressman and supporter of President Chavez, warned
of an impending American invasion, claiming that ‘the U.S. government
knows how to prepare campaigns of psychological terror so they can make
things happen later’.* He was responding to the representation of an American
invasion in the computer game Mercenaries 2.* The Korea Times, in
threatening ‘miserable defeat and gruesome deaths’, was responding to the
depiction of an American attack on North Korea in the game Ghost Recon 2.*

The attack on Iranian nuclear facilities carried out in the game KumaWar was
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met by petition campaigns and official denunciations in Iran, but also by a
virtual military response in the game Rescue the Nuke Scientist, produced by
the Union of Islamic Student Societies, in which Iranian forces infiltrated
Iraq.” The Iranian government, following Khameini’s threat that he would seek
to disrupt oil exports if the U.S. did not back off Iran’s nuclear program,
funded the production of Counter Strike, a game illustrating how to disrupt
world oil supplies by blowing up a U.S. tanker in the strait of Hormuz.® In the
Middle East, there has been news of the Hezbollah produced Special Force,
based on actual battles from 2000, and the Damascus based Afkar Media
productions UnderAsh and UnderSiege, which depict the Israeli occupation
and the intifadas.” In the U.K, the intelligence agency G.C.H.Q. have begun to
embed recruitment advertisements within games such as 7om Clancy’s
Splinter Cell: Double Agent®, and according to the U.S. Defense Department,

al Qaeda has begun to use games as recruitment tools.’

The global use of computer games as tools of recruitment, propaganda, and
political confrontation, and the reaction which these games have evoked, is
testament to the belief in the power of games on the part of governments,
intelligence agencies, militaries, and terrorist organizations. But nowhere has
this potential been seized upon as greatly as in the U.S., where the U.S.
military has adopted computer war games for the purposes of training,
recruitment, testing and procurement. As Michael Macedonia, the U.S.

Simulation, Training and Instrumentation Command (STRICOM) Chief
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Scientist and Technical Director has argued: ‘computer games are not

nonsense. We win wars with these games’.10

The purpose of this chapter is:-

1) To provide a very short explanation of some of the key terms and analytical
choices of the thesis. In particular, the terms authenticity and realism, and the
choice of tactical shooters as the focus of analysis.

2) To provide an overview of the ‘military-entertainment complex’ — the
relationship between the U.S. military and the computer game industry which
has provided the framework for the current debate concerning military
computer games.

3) To explain why computer games represent an important area for research.
4) To provide a review of the existing literature concerning military computer
games and to identify the key limitations of this body of work.

5) To define and justify my own approach to the study of military computer
games in relation to this existing body of work, and to provide a detailed

overview of the thesis as a whole.
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1) Key Terms and Analytical Choices: Authenticity, Realism, and
Analyzing the Tactical Shooter

In carrying out research into military computer games, it is impossible to avoid
encountering the terms authenticity and realism. These terms are used
ubiquitously in the marketing of games, in audience feedback and reviews
concerning games, and also in the criticism of games — both academic and
journalistic. As I argue later in the chapter, the status of a game as authentic or
inauthentic, realistic or unrealistic, is of fundamental importance not only to
how a game is marketed, but also to how it is received and interpreted. As a
result, the perception of the authenticity and realism of games is central to
considerations of the influence of military computer games on popular
understandings of warfare. The problem with these terms, however, is that
they are fluid, subjective, and political, and whenever they are applied to a
given representation, they are inevitably open to contradiction. As Richard
Peterson argues in Creating Country Music: Fabricating Authenticity (1997),
‘the word [authenticity] is not often invoked unless the attribute is
contested’.'' They are, as Lionel Trilling has argued, implicitly polemical
concepts.'? And the use of the terms realism and authenticity in relation to
computer games is no different. Whilst marketing promoters and game players
might share an understanding of the authenticity of games as being based
around the involvement of the military in computer game production — an
involvement which is seen as encouraging realistic representations of
weapons, uniforms, tanks, buildings, tactics, scenarios and settings; critics

might view this relationship between the computer game industry and the
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military not as one which encourages authenticity and realism, but instead, as a
relationship which discourages or even precludes the possibility of games
presenting critical representations of combat, thereby reducing the sense in
which they can be seen as realistic or authentic (see Chapter 2). In this respect,
it becomes clear that the terms realism and authenticity can be — and are - used
in different and sometimes contradictory ways. On the one hand, the realism of
games is seen in relation to the graphical, functional, and photorealistic aspects
of the representation of combat in games, whereas the authenticity of games is
seen as deriving from their association with the military and their
representation of real-life conflicts, weapons, troops and military hardware. On
the other hand, the perception of games as unrealistic and inauthentic is often
seen as a result of the fact that they fail to offer anything in the way of critical
reflections concerning combat. And this absence is often blamed on the
relationship which exists between the military and the computer game industry

(see Chapter 2).

The differing connotations which surround these terms are dealt with in more
detail later in this chapter and also in Chapter 2; but the purpose of this
introductory note is simply to acknowledge the contentious nature of the
terms, whilst also pointing to the fact that the way in which these terms are -
and have been - used reveals something about how military computer games

are received.
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Strictly speaking, a computer game is a game which is played on a desktop or
laptop computer, whilst a video game is a game which is played on a dedicated
games console. However, since this thesis does not distinguish between the
two in any methodological or conceptual sense, the phrase computer game is
used to refer to both forms to avoid jumping between the two. Information on
the platform on which I played each of the games referred to in the thesis can
be found in the gameography. As game players will notice, with the exception
of the games F2C2 (2006), Full Spectrum Warrior (2004), and Full Spectrum
Warrior: Ten Hammers (2006), which are classified as real-time strategy
games, " the games which I consider in this thesis are all either first person or
squad based tactical military shooters. The reason that I do not consider more
traditional turn-based and real-time strategy games is that there is an almost
complete absence of such games which represent the more recent conflicts and
more recent military policy with which this thesis is primarily concerned (this
argument could also be applied in relation to the lack of Massive Multiplayer
Online Role Playing Games (MMORPGs) ). The differing perspectives offered
by first person shooters — which provide a first person perspective of combat,
and allow the player to view combat as if through their in-game character’s
own eyes; squad based shooters — which provide either a first person or a third
person perspective of combat, as if hovering just behind the troops under the
player’s command; and strategy games - which traditionally provide a
‘helicopter view’ of warfare and include resource gathering, base building and

technological development, as well as abstract military unit control,'* are
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considered in Chapter 3, as are the consequences of these differing
perspectives for understandings of warfare. The reasons behind the absence of
strategy games which depict contemporary combat and contemporary U.S.

policy, and the consequences of this absence, are also considered in Chapter 3.

With clarification of these terms and analytical choices, the framework for the
current debate concerning military computer games and American militarism —
the relationship between the computer game industry and the military - can

now be laid out.

2) The Military-Entertainment Complex

The relationship between the computer game industry and the military, as
Kline et al argue in Digital Play: The Interaction of Technology, Culture and
Marketing (2003), stretches right back to the inception of video games.
Spacewar (1962), the first interactive game produced,'® in which two players
controlled rocket ships and fired missiles at each other, was created in the
context of the space race, Cold War, and threat of nuclear proliferation, at a
time when military funding to universities and businesses drove the
development of computing to aid on all these fronts.'® ‘Practical military
objectives’, as Paul Edwards describes, ‘guided technological development
down particular channels, increased its speed, and helped shape the structure
of the emerging computer industry’ — and by extension, the computer game

industry. 17
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Spacewar was the creation of the Hingham Institute Study Group on Space
Warfare working at MIT under Steve Russell - the outcome of the
‘conjuncture of military-industrial funding, hacker experimentation, and
science fiction subcultures’.'® Five years later, Ralph Baer’s invention of the
primitive home console - the ‘Television Gaming Apparatus’ (1967) - whilst
working at the military electronics firm Sanders Associates, developed from a
similar technological and cultural context. Baer’s creation remained classified
as a military training tool until 1968, when he was given permission to
continue commercial development.'” The games industry therefore grew out of
the ‘military-industrial-academic complex’ — a variant of military funded
computing developments intended for practical military purposes which

included war gaming.

In the 1980s, the military began experimenting with the use of arcade games as
skill enhancers, and Atari’s Battlezone (1980) attracted the attention of the
U.S. Army Training Support Centre who saw it as a basis for training. They
briefly experimented with the game for the development of hand eye
coordination, modifying the controls to make them similar to an actual tank.'
In a speech in 1983, Ronald Reagan famously made reference to the potential
of video games in developing tomorrow’s pilots;** since then, the link between
the military and the computer game industry has developed into a formalized

relationship in which co-production and co-development between the
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computer game industry and the military has become almost a market
standard. In 1996, this relationship, which has become known as the ‘military-
entertainment complex’, gained formal recognition from the military in the
form of the meeting of The Committee on Modeling and Simulation: Linking

Entertainment and Defense, and the Marine directive 1500.55.%

The ‘Committee on Modeling and Simulation: Opportunities for Collaboration
Between the Defense and Entertainment Research Communities’ was
convened in 1996 as a result of a request made by the Department of
Defense’s Defense Modeling and Simulation Office (DMSO). The DMSO had
asked the National Research Council’s Computer Science and
Telecommunications Board to convene a multidisciplinary committee to
investigate areas for collaboration between the military and entertainment
industries. The concept was based around the understanding that both
industries shared some common interests in developing simulation

technologies:

Modeling and simulation technology has become
increasingly important to both the entertainment industry and
the U.S. Department of Defense. In the entertainment
industry, such technology lies at the heart of video games,
theme park attractions and entertainment centers, and special

effects for film production. For DOD [Department of
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Defense], modeling and simulation technology provides a
low-cost means of conducting joint training exercises,
evaluating new doctrine and tactics, and studying the

. 24
effectiveness of new weapons systems.

The conclusions of this National Research Council committee were published
in a report in 1997, which suggested ‘formal collaborative arrangements
between entertainment companies and the Department of Defense (DOD),
efforts by individual firms to supply modeling and simulation technology to
both communities, or joint research endeavors mediated by a university
research center’.”> By the turn of the century, all these measures had been put

in place.

In the early 1990s, the U.S. Marine Corps had initiated a program to evaluate
commercial war games software for use in training. The Corps’ Combat and
Development Command in Quantico, Virginia, evaluated nearly 30 games in
1995 and identified several as possibly suitable for training, including
Harpoon 2, Tigers on the Prowl, Operation Crusader, Patriot and Doom.™®
The Computer War Game Assessment Group recommended the use of these

games, and in 1996, the Marine Corps General Charles C. Krulak’s directive

1500.55 stated that:
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The use of technological innovations, such as personal
computer (PC) based wargames, provide great potential for
Marines to develop decision making skills, particularly when
live training time and opportunities are limited. Policy
contained herein authorizes Marines to use Government

computers for approved PC-based wargames.’

In 1996, Doom was modified by the Marine Modeling and Simulation Office
to become Marine Doom, a training tool which included fighting holes,
bunkers, tactical wire, friendly fire, and real weapons,”® and which was later
reconfigured for a specific mission in the Balkans immediately prior to
deployment.”” In 1997, the Marine Corps awarded a contract to Mak
technologies to develop MEU 2000 to be released as a commercial game as
well as for military use.*® The company, founded by former members of the
military’s simulation network (SIMNET) development team, became the
forerunner in fulfilling the symposium report’s suggestion for ‘individual firms
to supply modeling and simulation technology to both communities’.”! In
developing MEU 2000, they collected the first contract to produce a ‘dual use’
computer game to be ‘co-funded and co-developed by the Department of

> 32

Defense and the entertainment industry’.” Since then, such dual-use

development has spread throughout the gaming industry.
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As part of the Marine directive 1500.55, it became the duty of the Marine
Combat Development Command to maintain a PC-based wargames catalogue
on the internet.® Although this catalogue no longer exists at its original
location, the Department of Defense Game Developers Community Website
lists 25 COTS (commercial-off-the-shelf) games which are used by the
military in a training capacity. Amongst the games listed on the Department of
Defense’s site is America’s Army, the Army’s own official computer game,
which was released on Independence Day 2002, principally as a recruitment
tool. The game was designed by MOVES — the Modeling, Simulation, and
Virtual Environments Institute — whose founding director, Michael Zyda,
chaired the 1996 workshop on linking entertainment and defense, before going
on to become the principal development director for the game. America’s
Army registered a reported 400,000 downloads on its first day, continuing an
average of 1.2 million hits per second throughout August 2002,** and despite
being released primarily as a recruitment tool, the game has been used by the
military to train officers at West Point> — as its inclusion on the Department of

Defense gaming list attests.

Alexander Galloway has argued that America’s Army is in some ways unique.
‘Because it was developed by the American Army and purports to model the
experience of the American Army, the game can claim a real material referent
in ways that other military games. ..simply cannot’.*® Since the game is ‘the

official U.S. Army game,’ originally released as an internet game
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downloadable from a U.S. Army site, and developed and produced by the U.S.
Army, this statement can be seen as true to a point. But the fact that it claims
to model the experience of the actual troops or that it was co-developed by the
military no longer makes it unique.>’ Amongst the other games listed on the
Department of Defense website, Full Spectrum Warrior, Spearhead 11, the
Delta Force series, and Falcon 4 can make similar claims, as can games not
listed on the site such as Close Combat: First to Fight, Real War, KumaWar,
Socom: US Navy Seals and Tom Clancy's Rainbow Six 3: Raven Shield

(amongst many others).

Novalogic’s Delta Force is used for training plebes at West Point and the
Delta Force series was produced in conjunction with Special Forces and Delta
Force.” Socom: US Navy Seals was produced in consultation with the Naval
Special Warfare Command. In 2003, Ubisoft 's commercial game Tom
Clancy's Rainbow Six 3. Raven Shield was licensed by the U.S. Army to be
used for testing soldiers' skills.” KumaWar is developed alongside the Army’s
Combined Arms Support Command for training purposes.*’ And a customized
version of Microsoft Flight Simulator is issued by the Navy to all student
pilots and undergraduates enrolled at Naval Reserve Officer Training Courses
at 65 Colleges.*' Some games such as Full Spectrum Warrior and Spearhead
11 are designed and developed as dual-use, for both commercial release and
military training. Some military simulations are spun-off commercially, such

as Joint Force Employment (commercially released as Real War); and TAC-
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OPS (a commercial clone of the non-commercial military simulation Janus).
The military also adopts and adapts commercial games such as Marine Doom
and Close Combat Marine, or has the entertainment industry develop
simulations for the military, such as Delta Force 2, which Novalogic modified
on request from the military to include features found in the Army’s Land
Warrior System.*” As this list suggests, America’s Army is far from a unique
example of a modern military computer game; it is one of the many games
which illustrate that the National Research Council’s requirement for

collaboration between the games industry and the military has been met.

The final stipulation in the Research Council’s report, for ‘joint research
endeavors mediated by a university research center’, was fulfilled by the
creation of the Institute for Creative Technologies. In 1999 the Army awarded
a $45 million grant to the University of Southern California to create the

Institute for Creative Technologies (ICT).43 The ICT was created in order:

To build a partnership among the entertainment industry,
Army, and academia with the goal of creating synthetic
experiences so compelling that participants react as if they
were real. The result is engaging, new, immersive
technologies for learning, training, and operational

environments.**
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In 2004, the ICT, along with developer Pandemic Studios and special effects
house Sony Imageworks, produced the award winning® Full Spectrum
Warrior, the ‘first military training application published for a games console’,
for the Microsoft Xbox.*® As the ICT’s report on the development of the game
suggests, ‘the first military training application published for the Microsoft
Xbox, demonstrated the feasibility and utility of leveraging inexpensive COTS
[commercial-off-the-shelf] games consoles to solve a U.S. Army cognitive
training challenge...FSW [Full Spectrum Warrior] is a further proof-of-
concept for the ICT’s mission to leverage the U.S. entertainment industry’s
wealth of talent, techniques and technology in the development of the new
generation of COTS-based cognitive simulation training tools’. In 2004, the

Army renewed support for the ICT with a grant of $100 million."’

As the details of the military-computer game relationship suggest, the use of
simulation and simulation technologies are now considered a major strategic
capability for the U.S. military, and wargaming and simulation are part of the
curriculum at every U.S. war college.”® As a result, simulation attracts
significant financial resources, with PEO STRI (Program Executive Office for
Simulation, Training, and Instrumentation) receiving an acquisition budget of
over $2 billion a year.** With about 90% of the 75,000 men and women who
join the Army each year calling themselves ‘casual’ gamers, and 30%
‘hardcore’ gamers,”” game consoles and computer games offer a familiar,

relatively cheap, and easily accessible medium for training.”' The effect of
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using such gaming simulations, as Michael Macedonia — Simulation, Training
and Instrumentation Command Chief Scientist and Technical Director —

explains:

Has been nothing less than remarkable. Low U.S. casualties
in Desert Storm, the Balkans, and now Afghanistan stem in
large part from the growing use of training simulators,
according to a task force of the U.S. Defense Science Board,
whose 35 civilian members advise the Secretary of Defense

on matters of R&D.>?

But the use of simulation technology has not met with universal support.
During the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, U.S. V Corps Commander
Wallace famously let slip that ‘The enemy we’re fighting is a bit different to
the one we war-gamed against’.>® This comment was seized upon not only by
U.S. Defense Secretary Rumsfeld and General Tommy Franks, who discussed
Wallace’s dismissal, but also by those critics of the military-entertainment
complex, who claimed that this admission illustrated that the use of computer
game simulations for military training and planning was promoting the sort of
confused logic which had led to the problems in Iraq.>* Computer simulations,
argued those both in and outside the military, were institutionalizing the
limitations of information technology’s capability to represent the true

complexities of war.
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Critical histories of the use of computers and computer simulations for military
purposes suggest that this has long been the case. Paul Edwards, for example,
in The Closed World: Computers and the Politics of Discourse in Cold War
America (1996), traces the practical use of computers, systems analysis, game
theory, and computer modeling and simulation right back to the Second World
War, in order to show how their practical application has affected military
operations. But as Edwards argues, the computer was influential not only in
terms of its practical influence on military operations, but also in terms of its
ideological influence on understandings and perceptions of warfare. In
particular, the use of computers encouraged a belief in high technology and
rational analysis as a means of revolutionizing warfare, and a belief in high
technology warfare as the solution to complex political issues and the means
of meeting global aspirations. Similarly, in the post-Cold War world, the dual-
use nature of military computer games raises not only the question of their
practical effect on military training, planning and operations, but also their
ideological significance and influence on popular understandings of warfare.
In pursuing this line of analysis, this thesis investigates in what ways the
representation of war in military computer games encourages particular
understandings — and misunderstandings — of warfare, and reveals how these

understandings have contributed to American militaristic beliefs.
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3) The Importance of Research into Computer Games: Their Relationship
to War, Popular Culture and Popular Understandings of Warfare

War created the United States. Although many Americans
professed genuine hostility toward it, war was central to their
history, the instrument by which they forged and expanded
their nation and often defined themselves (Michael Sherry,

In the Shadow of War: The United States Since the 1930s).>®

Whether we like it or not, this [the computer game] is the
medium of our moment. It is a medium that is telling our
cultural story, and the fact that it is a primary tool of youth
and adolescents means it will have a tremendous impact on
how the next generation or two plays itself out. (Sheldon
Brown, Visual Arts Professor and Director of the Center for
Research in Computing and the Arts at the University of

California).”’

As the opening to Sherry’s In the Shadow of War suggests,”® war has always
been central to American history and national identity; but as is increasingly
being recognized, it is the mass media and popular culture which have become
the central means with which understandings and perceptions of warfare are
formed in the American imagination. As William O’Neill has argued, as the
number of Americans who have experienced combat has fallen dramatically as

a result of the introduction of an all-volunteer force, a reduction in troop
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numbers, and the falling numbers of World War II and Korean War veterans,
mass media representations of war take on an ever greater significance in
terms of establishing images and understandings of warfare within the
American imagination.”” Increasingly, historians have turned to popular
culture as a means of illustrating changing cultural, historical, social and
political attitudes towards war and how it is understood. Studies such as
Michael Sherry’s In the Shadow of War: The United States Since the 1930s
(1995), Linda Robertson’s The Dream of Civilised Warfare: World War I
Flying Aces and the American Imagination (2003), Paul Edwards’ The Closed
World: Computers and the Politics of Discourse in Cold War America (1996),
Tom Engelhardt’s The End of Victory Culture: Cold War America and the
Disillusioning of a Generation (1998), Andrew Bacevich’s The New American
Militarism: How Americans Are Seduced by War (2005), Charles Gannon’s
Rumors of War and Infernal Machines: Technomilitary Agenda-Setting in
American and British Speculative Fiction (2003), and the edited collection The
Long War: A New History of American National Security Policy Since World
War 11 (2007), draw on elements of popular culture including film, literature,
advertising, promotional posters, and toys to form a broad picture of the

historical and cultural discourses which surround warfare.

Computer games are merely a part of this broader discourse; nevertheless, they
are an increasingly important part, exerting an ever-increasing influence on

both popular and military culture. In 2006, 69% of heads of households
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reported that they played computer games,®® whilst in 2007, the computer
game industry in North America generated $9.5 billion.®! Military games
continue to register amongst the best sellers of the year, as they have
consistently done since the turn of the century, with many selling over 1
million copies in America alone.®* As the interest in prime time news has
fallen, from 90% of the television audience in the 1960s, to only 30% in
2000, the size and popularity of the games industry continues to rise and now
rivals the Hollywood box office in terms of revenue. The release of Halo 3 in
2007, for example, was the biggest entertainment launch in history, taking in

$170 million in the first 24 hours.**

As David Machin and Theo Van Leeuwen have argued:

It is important for critical discourse analysts to pay attention
to entertainment texts of this kind. Today’s most important
and influential political discourses are found...not in
newspapers, and certainly not in parliamentary debates and
political speeches, but in Hollywood movies and computer

games.”

Of course, any suggestion that computer games influence public
understandings of warfare must concede that the process of audience reception

is far more complex than the passive acceptance of meaning that the
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‘hypodermic needle’ model of media effects once suggested, and that the
interaction between game and player involves processes of encoding and
decoding, as well as resistance and rejection. In studies into the use of
computer games as both teaching aids and military training tools, research has
shown that the player’s perception of games as realistic is a major contributor
to how games are received and also to how successful they are in transmitting
their intended message.®® The perception of the realism of military computer
games is therefore of fundamental importance to considerations of the
influence of military computer games on popular understandings of warfare.
And in this respect, in relation to the perception of the realism and authenticity

of games, the military-entertainment complex is important.

Unlike the classic games based on the eponymous characters of Sonic, Super
Mario, Zelda, and more recently Lara Croft and Hitman, military computer
games do not rely on the production values of character development and
personality. On the contrary, the ‘no-name’ characters presented in these
games are generic versions of heroic soldiers. Yet the currency of military
computer games lies in their relationship with the military and the authenticity
which this relationship is seen as signifying; and it is these aspects of the
games which are endlessly promoted in the paratextual materials on websites,
billboards, game boxes, and game manuals. On the back of the box for the
game Full Spectrum Warrior, for example, is emblazoned the tagline,

‘BASED ON A TRAINING AID DEVELOPED FOR THE U.S. ARMY". The
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box containing the sequel, Full Spectrum Warrior: Ten Hammers, reads, ‘the
most authentic and realistic combat experience ever’. And on the box of Close
Combat: First to Fight is written: ‘based on a training tool developed for the

United States Marines’ - a theme which the game website develops:

The U.S. Marine Corps plans to use First to Fight to train
Marines. First to Fight was created under the direction of
more than 40 active-duty Marines, fresh from the frontlines
of combat in the Middle East. These Marines, who just
weeks before were getting shot at in Iraq or Afghanistan,
worked side-by-side with the development team to put the

exact tactics they used in combat into First to Fight.”’

As this description of Close Combat: First to Fight reveals, the ‘authenticity’
of military computer games is closely related to their origins, accuracy and
authorship. These games are seen as authentic because their representations of
warfare are based on real-world military referents (origins); they are seen as
authentic because of the military involvement in their production (authorship);
and they are seen as authentic as a result of the use of games for military
training purposes (accuracy).®® The ‘realism’ of military computer games, on
the other hand, might be said to relate more closely to the actual quality of the
game’s graphical representation of warfare and to how realistic this

representation of warfare appears.” Of course, not all games are used by the
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military for training purposes, or are co-produced by the military; but the
military-computer game relationship has made perceptions of the realism and
authenticity of games vital to their economic success. As Warren Katz, co-
founder of Mak Technologies (the company awarded the first contract to
produce a dual-use game to be co-funded and co-developed by the Department
of Defense) explains, the military-entertainment complex allowed the
production of games which were ‘much more realistic than any other game
ever produced for this genre, making [their] commercial success highly
likely”.” In this new era for military computer games,’' in a crowded and
competitive computer game market, the military-computer game relationship
has therefore pushed games - whether they are formally a product of the
military-entertainment complex or not - to strive for ever greater levels of
authenticity and realism in their representations of warfare. As a result, the
representation of weapons, tanks, planes, and troops — as well as combat
environments more generally — has become the subject of the most intricate
scrutiny on the part of game producers to ensure that they appear as realistic as
possible. And the need for authenticity has encouraged game developers to
court the advice of subject matter experts from the U.S. military, and to base
their in-game characters on real military units; their in-game weapons on real-
life or prototype military weaponry; and their in-game narratives and scenarios
on real-life military conflicts.”” In the case of games such as Conflict: Desert
Storm (2002), based on the Gulf War of 1991; Delta Force: Black Hawk Down

(2003), based on the intervention in Somalia in 1993; and Delta Force: Task
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Force Dagger (2002), based on the war in Afghanistan, these claims to realism
and authenticity are presented through their depiction of real-world military
conflicts.” In the case of Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon Advanced Warfighter
(2005), the realism and authenticity of the game is based on the representation
of an actual prototype military weapons system; and in the case of Call of Duty
4 (2007), it is the combination of the representation of real weapons and real-
world elite military units, with probably the most photo-realistic representation
of warfare ever to be found in a computer game, which represents the game’s
claims to realism and authenticity. Those games produced within the military-
entertainment complex can make even grander claims, including their dual-
production and dual-use as both military training tools and commercial games.
The military-entertainment complex has therefore encouraged the increasing
perception of military computer games as both realistic and authentic. And it is
in this respect that the military-entertainment complex, and the use of real
world referents in modern military computer games - whether in terms of
weapons, troops, or conflicts - make an important contribution to the way in
which military games are understood and received, encouraging the player to
draw direct links between the representation of warfare in computer games and
real-world military conflict, between game referents and real world referents,
and between the logic of war presented in games, and the logic of war in
reality. These connections, along with the increasing perception of the realism
and authenticity of military-computer games, increase the potential influence

of military computer games on popular understandings of warfare.’® In this
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respect, the understanding of military computer games as realistic and
authentic encourages not only a more viable commercial product, but also a

potentially far more influential one.”

The increasing size, popularity and influence of military computer games,
combined with their use as military training tools, and the subsequent
perception of games as increasingly realistic and authentic, therefore provide
ample justification for the study of military computer games. Such
justifications, however, ignore the ways in which military computer games
differ from other media. War films, for example, are also hugely popular,
influential and lucrative; ® they are frequently described as being realistic and
authentic (often more so than games);’’ and they have also been used for the
purposes of military training, with old training videos concerning
marksmanship and other facets of soldiering now available to view on the
internet.”® What makes computer games unique, however, is the interactivity,
immersion, embodiment, and simulation associated with gameplay. And it is
these aspects of games which not only make them effective military training
tools, but influential commercial games when considered in relation to popular

understandings of warfare.

Computer simulations have been used for a wide range of disparate military

purposes. Large scale simulations have been used for mission rehearsals,
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whilst smaller simulations have been used to teach soldiers about local
customs, habits, taboos, morals and ethics,” and to train mechanical skills
such as marksmanship (as in games such as MARKS, developed by
Nintendo®"). However, the majority of COTS (commercial off-the-shelf)
games and dual-use games used by the military are directed at developing
tactical awareness. The game Full Spectrum Warrior, for example, which — as
I have argued - was developed by the ICT as a dual-use game, for both
commercial sale and military training, was designed as a ‘cognitive tactical
trainer’®' in order to train decision making skills, correct execution of
dismounted battle drills, and squad coordination and maneuverability.*” The
benefits of using a game — as opposed to a film - for such training purposes
can be seen in relation to those qualities of games listed above. Rather than
simply watching a video which illustrates and instructs the trainee in how to
carry out tactical maneuvers and how to make correct decisions, a computer
game simulation allows the player to become immersed in a virtual war
environment, to participate in the action, and to inhabit and embody the role of
squad leader or soldier through taking control of the in-game avatar. Games
therefore offer what Simon Penny calls ‘embodied interaction’.** Equally as
crucial, however, is the fact that gameplay, and the interaction between player
and game, is based around the attempts of the player to understand and
overcome the obstructions and challenges presented by the game. In this
respect, the player is constantly learning, developing and refining their

performance according to the rules, challenges and logic of the game. A squad
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leader using Full Spectrum Warrior to learn about correct tactical maneuvers
and decision making skills, for example, will develop these skills through the
process of gameplay. If the player makes the correct decisions, and correctly
maneuvers and instructs their squad, then they will successfully progress with
the game; if not, they will fail, and will have to refine their approach in order
to overcome the challenges presented by the game, thereby improving and
honing their tactical and cognitive skills in line with the training objective of
the game. In this respect, the mechanics of gameplay, which inherently involve
processes of learning and implementation, are ideally suited to military
training purposes. These aspects of games, however, also make them
particularly influential when it comes to considering the influence of
commercial military games on popular understandings of warfare. As with
military training tools, the mechanics of gameplay remain the same. The
player must learn and refine their skills in order to overcome the challenges
presented by the game.®® In playing a military computer game, therefore, just
as a trainee learns how best to carry out tactical maneuvers, so a casual game
player learns how best to win wars. And in this way, as I argue in the
following chapters, the representation of war in military computer games plays
a significant role in contributing to the misunderstandings and misconceptions

concerning warfare which are associated with American militaristic beliefs.

The qualities of games in relation to interactivity, configuration, embodiment,

immersion and gameplay therefore signal the differences between games and
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other media; but these qualities have also led to a debate over how games
should be critically approached. This debate has been dominated by the
ludology versus narratology divide.* Ludologists argue that the uniqueness of
games requires the foundation of a new and independent field of game studies,
which resists the imperialist and colonizing approaches of existing disciplines
such as film studies, literary theory, and narratology.* For ludologists, game
analysis should not focus on the idea of games as representation, narrative, or
storytelling, or on the associated elements of plot, characters and setting;
rather, game analysis should focus on the structural features of gameplay — the
rules and goals — along with its unique features - interactivity, simulation,
configuration, and the manipulable elements of games.*” In particular, the
ludologists have taken issue with what they see as the imposition of
narratological approaches which ignore the uniqueness of games and the
experience of gameplay. Janet Murray’s reading of the game 7etris has
become particularly famous in this respect. In illustrating her idea of games as

‘symbolic dramas’, Murray describes the game Tetris as:

A perfect enactment of the overtasked lives of Americans in
the 1990s — of the constant bombardment of tasks that
demand our attention and that we must somehow fit into our
overcrowded schedules and clear off our desks in order to

make room for the next onslaught.88
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In this instance, Murray - who, along with theorists such as Marie Laure-Ryan,
has become synonymous with the narratological side of the narratology versus
ludology debate — clearly overstates the possibility of providing a narrative
reading of an abstract game such as Tetris. In response to Murray’s claims,

ludologist Markku Eskelinen has written that:

Instead of studying the actual game, Murray tries to interpret
its supposed content, or better yet, project her favorite
content on it; consequently we don’t learn anything of the

features that make Tetris a game.*

As I argue later in the chapter, Eskelinen’s suggestion, that critics have a
tendency to project and impose their favored interpretations on games
irrespective of their content, holds particular relevance to existing analyses of
military computer games, as does his suggestion that critics often ignore the
fundamental aspects of gameplay. But it is not the case - as Eskelinen and
other ludologists have sometimes stated — that attempts to understand games as
narrative, storytelling, or forms of representation, should be considered

completely misinformed.

In ‘The Gaming Situation’ (2001), Eskelinen states his desire to:
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Annihilate for good the discussion of games as stories,
narratives or cinema. In this scenario stories are just
uninteresting ornaments or gift-wrappings to games, and
laying an emphasis on studying these kinds of marketing

tools is just a waste of time and energy.90

For ludologists such as Eskelinen, the narrative and representational elements
of games — the characters, visual appearance, plot, narrative, fictional world
and setting — are almost entirely irrelevant to the study of games and the
experience of gameplay. These aspects of games relate to what have become
known as the ‘rules of irrelevance’ — those aspects of games which, if changed,
would have no effect on gameplay,”’ and which are therefore considered
entirely ‘coincidental to [the] game’.”* In his most famous explanation of this

position, leading ludologist Espen Aarseth argues that:

The dimensions of Lara Croft’s body, already analyzed to
death by film theorists, are irrelevant to me as a player,
because a different looking body would not make me play

differently.”

Strictly speaking, this statement is accurate, since a change in the appearance
of Lara Croft would not affect the gameplay, the rules of the game, or its

structural mechanics. Yet it is clear that the appearance of the avatar, the
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setting and game world, and the visual qualities of a game do have a
significant impact on how a game is understood and received. As Jesper Juul
has argued ‘Players undoubtedly...want to be able to identify with the fictional
protagonist and the goal of the game in the fictional world, and hence the
fictional world is very important to the player’s motivation’.”* In the case of
military computer games, the importance of playing a game which represents
real U.S. soldiers, within realistic combat scenarios, and with real military
weaponry and technology, has been highlighted on gaming forums by game
players.95 And whilst it can be argued that the majority of first person or squad
based shooters exhibit similar rules and patterns of gameplay, and run on
similar game engines, there is a clear difference between the meanings and
understandings which are encouraged by games based around the “mutants
versus space marines’” scenario made famous by games from Doom through to
Halo, and the meanings and understandings encouraged by games such as Full
Spectrum Warrior, which attempt to recreate realistic troops, weapons, tactics,
and scenarios. Eskelinen has argued that in-game characters are flat and
functional; * and Barry Atkins that the ‘story, such as it is, more often than not
provides a wafer thin narrative excuse for the real meat and drink of games’ —
the gameplay, action and fighting.”” These arguments may seem especially
true of military computer games, which compared to role playing games such
as the Final Fantasy series, offer very little in the way of in-depth character
and plot. But that does not make the narrative, representational, and visual

elements of games irrelevant. On the contrary, as I argue in the following
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chapters, the fixed narrative, visual and representational features of games,
such as the setting and environment, the soldiers at your command, the
weapons and technology which you use, the mission which you are assigned,
and the victory conditions which you achieve, are all relevant to the meanings
and understandings which military computer games encourage. Whilst the
ludologists are therefore correct to point to the importance of the unique
aspects of gameplay and game rules in analyses of computer games, they
overstate the extent to which narrative, visual and representational elements
can be considered irrelevant. Not only this, but in emphasizing the uniqueness
of games, they have exaggerated the distinction between simulation - the
dynamic, configurative, and interactive potential of games — and more
traditional forms of narrative. This is especially true when one compares the
idealistic vision of games as a dynamic and configurative form, with the

realities of gameplay in military computer games.

For Gonzalo Frasca, the key difference between computer games and other
media is that games are based around simulation and not storytelling,
representation, or narrative. For Frasca, ‘the potential of games is not to tell a
story but to simulate: to create an environment for experimentation’.”® ‘Unlike
what would happen in storytelling, the sequence of events in a simulation is
never fixed. You can play it dozens of times and things would be different’.”

Simulation ‘does not deal with what happened or is happening, but with what

may happen’.' Military computer games, however, fall short of these ideals
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of simulation. Unlike games such as SimCity or Grand Theft Auto, which
allow the player considerable freedom for experimentation and investigation,
the interactive and configurative possibilities of military computer games are
restricted in a number of ways. In a free-roaming game such as Grand Theft
Auto, for example, the player can choose to ignore specific objectives, whilst
in games such as SimCity, there are no explicit goals or objectives to achieve.
As I argue in Chapter 2, however, when it comes to military computer games,
the weight of technological restrictions, computer game convention, player
expectation, and the fundamental structure of military computer games — based
around set missions, goals and objectives — severely challenge the notion of

>101 4 which ‘the

military computer games as ‘laboratories for experimentation
sequence of events... is never fixed’. Military computer games belong to a
category of game which Jesper Juul has called ‘progression games’, in which
‘the game designer has explicitly determined the possible ways in which the
game can progress’. "> As Juul argues, such games involve a ‘predefined
sequence of events that the player then has to actualize or enact’.'”> Whilst the
interactive gameplay of military computer games is therefore still dynamic and
participatory, ‘Underneath and around the variations of real time play’, as
David Buckingham has argued, ‘there is a conventionally structured narrative
whose sequence cannot be altered’.'”* In this respect, whilst - as the
ludologists suggest - analyses of games should concentrate on the gameplay,

configurative and interactive elements of games; military computer games can

also be seen as a form of narrative, and their narrative elements — characters,
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setting, game world, plot — are also important to the understandings of warfare

which they encourage.'®

Like commercial military computer games, the freedom and interactivity of
military training tools is also limited. As researchers working at the ICT on the

development of games as military training tools have argued:

Since there are certain pedagogical goals we want to achieve
for the trainee, we feel that it is necessary to provide
structure and guidance to the experience he has. If he is
allowed to wander aimlessly through the simulation, he may
never encounter the decision making dilemmas we want him

. 106
to experience.

Unlike military training tools, commercial military computer games are not
deliberately limited in order to deliver specific pedagogical objectives; but the
representation of warfare which commercial games present is directed by a
number of influences. These include, as I have argued, technology, game
structure, player expectation, and computer game convention, but also player
agency, computer game perspective, military policy, the popular hero narrative
and remediation. Remediation, as Bolter and Grusin describe in Remediation:
Understanding New Media (1999), is the ‘representation of one medium in

another’.'”” “What is new about new media’, argue Bolter and Grusin, ‘comes
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from the particular ways in which they refashion older media’.'” The concept
of remediation therefore extends the idea of intertextuality to include an
understanding of the ways in which new media refashion and repurpose the
content of existing media forms, and how they privilege certain aspects, whilst
downplaying or ignoring others. As I argue in the following chapters, both the
way in which military computer games adopt and adapt the military hero
narrative — a narrative made famous by other media - and the way in which
games repurpose material taken from Vietnam and World War II films, can be

seen as explicit examples of remediation.

The representation of war in military computer games can therefore be seen as
the product of a complex interaction between the influence of interactivity,
agency, rules, technology, military policy, remediation, game structure,
convention, perspective, and player expectation. Throughout the thesis, I refer
to these factors as the multiple determinants of games. In Chapter 1, I
primarily consider the influence of the popular hero narrative and military
policy on computer game representations of war; in Chapter 2, I consider the
influence of interactivity, agency, rules, technology, game structure,
convention, perspective and player expectation; and in Chapter 3, I concentrate
primarily on the influence of remediation. Unlike military training tools,
commercial military computer games are not deliberately limited in order to
deliver specific pedagogical objectives; yet the influence of the multiple

determinants of games results in commercial military games promoting a very
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particular understanding of what war involves and how victory can be
achieved. In this respect, the multiple determinants of games are central to
considerations of the relationship between military computer games and
American militarism. Up to this point, however, critics have failed to make
any real attempt to characterize the true complexities of the influences which
affect the representation of war in military computer games. Instead, they have
relied on the idea that the military-entertainment complex is the sole

determinant of games.

4) A Review of the Existing Literature

This is certainly not the first study to consider the influence of military
computer games on popular perceptions of warfare, or to draw a link between
military computer games and American militarism; but it is unique in a
number of key ways. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the military-entertainment
complex has attracted significant critical attention, and has become the basis
for thousands of articles on military computer games.'” The majority of these
articles have focused on the idea of military computer games as a form of
propaganda which is defined and controlled by the military and political
establishment through the military-computer game relationship, and which is
intended as a means of promoting militarism.''® In this respect, critics have
used the military-computer game relationship in order to draw a link between
what they perceive as the dangerously militaristic outlook of the political

establishment, and what they claim is the vision and message of games. This
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link is based around the idea that both the real life militarization signaled by
the Bush administration’s war on terror, and the militaristic vision presented
by computer games, can be seen as extensions of the military-industrial

complex which Eisenhower warned of in his farewell address of 1961.'"!

Eisenhower’s farewell address, and the military-industrial complex that he
warned of, have become the starting point for many critiques of current
American foreign policy''? - or in the case of Eugene Jarecki’s awarding
winning documentary Why We Fight (2006), the basis for an entire film. But
the concept of the military-industrial complex has also been invoked in order
to explain the militaristic content and message of games. Critics of military
computer games have jumped on the opportunity of casting the military-
entertainment complex as a direct practical and ideological extension of the
military-industrial complex which Eisenhower warned of. As Carl Boggs and
Tom Pollard have argued, whilst Eisenhower and Jarecki (the director of Why
We Fight) have drawn attention to ‘the dangers of an out-of-control military-
industrial complex, which by now comes across as rather understated. Neither
Eisenhower nor Jarecki... calls attention to a crucial pillar of the system: a
militarized popular culture that has only deepened over the past few

11
decades’.'"

In following the logic of Boggs and Pollard’s argument, it has become

standard practice for analyses of war and game to begin with a reference to
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Eisenhower’s farewell address,''* and to position games as a direct extension
of the military-industrial complex, either in terms of the ‘military-
entertainment complex’, ‘the military-industrial-entertainment-complex’, or
the ‘military-industrial-media-entertainment-complex’ (MIMENET), as Der
Derian has called it. This relationship, between the computer game industry
and the military, is described in the most technophobic and dystopic terms.
Stockwell and Muir link their ‘quick and dirty pre-history’ of the military-
entertainment complex to Goebbels.''® Stephen Graham describes the
‘deepening and increasingly insidious connections between the military,
defense industries, popular culture and electronic entertainment’.''® Jonathan
Burston points to ‘the monstrous moral implications of all this [the military
entertainment complex]’.!'” And Der Derian subsumes games within his
Orwellian vision of MIMENET: a system which ‘runs on video-game imagery,
twenty-four-hour news cycles, multiple modes of military, corporate,
university, and media power, and microchips, embedded in everything but
human flesh (so far)’.""® Neal Curtis, author of War and Social Theory: World,
Value and Identity (2006), posits MIMENET as the prime driver in controlling
war and the media: ‘Its industrial actors develop the weapons, its actors in
news and entertainment circulate the requisite representations, while its
military and governmental actors execute the war itself’.!" As Neal Curtis
argues, the idea of MIMENET ‘is not entirely new...What is new, however, is
the idea that the actors within the MIMENET are now losing their relative

autonomy and are combining in one cybernetic and autopoietic system’.'?’
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Within this relationship, the computer game industry therefore serves simply
as another cog with the military machine, churning out propaganda on behalf
of the military and political establishment.'*! In doing so, Curtis argues, the
industry produces a stream of military computer games which present a
deliberately manipulative and distortive view of warfare in order to fulfill their
goal of fuelling American militarism or directly encouraging citizens to sign
up to the military. Ed Halter, with reference to America’s Army, argues that the
game presents an image of the Army as ‘high-tech, fun, and hip’'? in order to
‘sell the concept of signing up one’s life to be a part of a very real and deadly
war’.'? Andy Deck argues that ‘Game producers avoid critical messages about
the horror of war. In the end, this amounts to deception’.'** Stephen Graham,
expressing disbelief at the empty rhetoric of games, asserts that: ‘The rhetoric
and marketing of such games, echoing George Bush’s nationalistic discourse
of “protecting freedom” and “ensuring democracy”, imply that the task of the
player is to infiltrate these cities to rid the world of “terrorists” and so “fight
for freedom”.'* Similarly, Turse, who is taken aback by what he seems to
perceive as a radically unreal and fabricated geopolitical context for the game
Full Spectrum Warrior, cites a passage from the game’s handbook concerning
the description of the dictator depicted in the game: His ‘hatred of the western
world is well known’ and his nation is ‘a haven for terrorists and extremists’.
For Turse, such a representation of geopolitical realities is simply a ‘primitive

means of marketing militarism’.'*®



Why Study Military Computer Games? 40

The effects of such manipulative representations of warfare are both extreme
and far reaching. Steven Poole suggests that ‘we cannot blame videogames for
the death of Serbian civilians, yet videogame-seeded technologies have
contributed to the potentially alienating culture of simulation that allowed
them to be killed so easily, so cleanly’.'?’ Jack Thompson argues that, ‘These
games don’t just teach skills - they break down inhibition to kill’."*® David
Grossman, in his studies in ‘killology’ and his book Stop Teaching Our Kids to
Kill: A Call to Action Against TV, Movie and Video Game Violence (1999),
argues that ‘The result [of computer games] is ever more homemade pseudo-
sociopaths who kill reflexively and show no remorse. Our children are
learning to kill and learning to like it’.'* Der Derian suggests that whilst using
simulation technologies ‘one learns how to kill but not take responsibility’
leading to a ‘genocidal mentality’;"** he also suggests that the game Doom was
responsible for a high-school shooting, explaining that the killers confused the
virtual reality of the game with reality."”' Graham, citing Deck, argues that
games ‘call forth a cult of ultra-patriotic xenophobes whose greatest joy is to
destroy, regardless of how racist, imperialistic, and flimsy the rationale’.'**
And Deck, citing Mary Spio, argues that ‘What we saw in the Abu Ghraib
prison scandal was the tip of the iceberg — it was a glimpse of a generation of
war gamers coming of age...Video games that allow players to kill real human

beings are desensitizing generations of American society’.'?
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The prevailing understanding of the relationship between military computer
games and American militarism can therefore be summarized as follows: there
is a parallel between the militaristic outlook of the political and military
establishment and the vision of games. In relation to both the political and
military establishment, and the vision of military computer games, this
militarism is based on a deceptive rhetoric and ideology which shrouds
militaristic and imperialist ambitions within a discourse of freedom and
democracy. The reason that military computer games recreate such a vision of
warfare, and recreate the rhetoric of the military and political establishment, is
that they are under the control of the Military-Industrial-Media-Entertainment-
Network (MIMENET) which serves as an extension of the military-industrial
complex, and controls not only political and military policy, but also the
production of media and computer game output. The effect of such computer
game representations lies in the militarization of their audience; either in the
sense of encouraging them to support the war on terror, to sign up to the
military, to become desensitized to war, or to cause them to murder or commit

human rights violations such as those at Abu Ghraib.

The extreme and conspiratorial nature of the existing debate concerning
military computer games has therefore rested on the exploitation of three
converging sets of fears or beliefs: firstly, fears concerning media effects;
secondly, the belief in the Bush administration as particularly militaristic; and

thirdly, the idea that the military and political establishment control the media
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- and military computer games - through the structures of MIMENET. But
whilst these converging beliefs have provided the lifeblood for the existing
debate concerning military computer games, they have - as the following
section reveals - also restricted the debate and obscured more nuanced
understandings of the relationship between military computer games and

American militarism.

Politicization, Media Effects, and MIMENET: Their effect on the Existing
Debate

In April 2002, Senior U.S. District Judge Limbaugh rejected the argument that
games should be protected by the first amendment, ruling that they were so
vacuous as to be unable to carry any sort of message: ‘no conveyance of ideas,
expression, or anything else that could possibly amount to speech’.'**
Although this ruling was overturned in a Court of Appeal in 2003, the view
that computer games are too simplistic to carry any ideologically significant
message remains pervasive, not only amongst those who see computer games
as another mass medium unworthy of critical attention, but even amongst
those critics who have chosen the medium as their main subject of study. Even
Ed Halter, in his study of the military-entertainment complex, From Sun Tzu to
Xbox: War and Video Games (2006), dismisses war games such as America’s
Army as being ‘too messageless to be called propaganda’. *°

But inherent in Judge Limbaugh’s ruling, and also Ed Halter’s critique, is a

central contradiction which is characteristic of criticisms which perceive
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games in terms of media effects. Games are dismissed as simplistic,
messageless and vacuous, but are also described as causing dangerous media
effects. In From Sun Tzu to Xbox, for example, Ed Halter argues not only that
America’s Army is ‘too messageless to be called propaganda’, but also that, as
part of the ‘PR front’ in ‘President Bush’s War on Terror’, it is fighting ‘to win
the hearts and minds of Americans’. '*° According to this argument, games are
both simplistic, messageless and vacuous, and also propagandist material with
the potential for significant influence over their audience. The self-evidence of
this central contradiction is avoided by the fact that Halter, along with most
other critics of military computer games, perceives the influence of military
computer games in terms of media effects. As a result, the propagandist
influence of military computer games is not seen as a result of a conscious
process of interpretation on the part of the game player, nor as a result of the
influence of game play and game content in generating meaning and directing
the player’s understanding; but rather as a spontaneous reaction which cannot

be subjected to formal analysis."*’

Such an approach, however, has serious consequences for analyses of military
computer games. As Henry Jenkins argues, the very idea of seeing computer
games in terms of effects obscures the possibility of seeing them as a
representational form which is capable of producing meaning or being

consciously interpreted or analyzed:
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Effects are seen as emerging more or less spontaneously,
with little conscious effort, and are not accessible to self
examination. Meanings emerge through an active process of
interpretation; they reflect our conscious engagement; they
can be articulated into words; and they can be critically

examined.'*®

The result of seeing the influence of games in terms of media effects is to
downgrade and ignore the role of gameplay and game content in contributing
to the process of interpretation and the generation of meaning. This, as Atkins
and Krzywinska argue, ignores a crucial element in terms of the experience of
playing games: ‘It is only in the act of playing a game, becoming subject to
those formal regimes that act to interpolate the player and shape their
experience, that we are able to understand at a deeper level the experience of
playing videogames’."*® Existing critiques concerning the relationship between
computer games and American militarism have relied on descriptions of the
practical realities of the military-entertainment complex, and vague inferences
concerning the parallels between games and political policy which are based
purely on an understanding of the military-computer game relationship as
propagandist and insidious. On the basis of these inferences, existing
criticisms have made emotive claims concerning the effect of military

computer games; but behind these claims, there is an absence of analysis
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concerning game play, game content, and also the question of how it is that

games transmit their meaning and generate understandings.

In his book, Persuasive Games.: The Expressive Power of Videogames (2007),
Ian Bogost investigates the question of how it is that games transmit meaning,
generate understandings, and deliver certain ideological messages, through the
idea of procedural rhetoric. ‘Procedural rhetorics do mount propositions: each
unit operation in a procedural representation is a claim about how part of a
system it represents does, should, or could function’.'*" In order to identify the
procedural logic of a game, one must play the ‘videogame with an eye toward
identifying and interpreting the rules that drive the system’.'*' As Bogost
argues, ‘videogames are particularly useful tools for visualizing the logics that
make up a worldview’. ‘Videogames that engage political topics codify the
logic of a political system through procedural representation’.'** Similar
arguments have been presented elsewhere. Alex Foti, for example, argues that
‘The real meaning of a video game, its ideology, is expressed mainly through
the internal rules of the game, its structure and mechanisms’.'** In the case of

military computer games, these rules are very clear.

In many ways, the structure of military computer games mimics the process of
actual military planning and execution. The introduction to the game explains
the grand strategic vision and the aim of the overall mission, whilst at the

beginning of each mission or level within the game, the context of the mission
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is set, the player is set objectives and aims to be achieved, is equipped with the
assets that are needed to achieve these aims, and is informed on the challenges
that he will be faced with. In addition, games often begin with a training level
which introduces the player to the tactics which are needed in order to
successfully complete the game. The procedural logic of military computer
games is therefore revealed by these structuring rules; the player is presented
with an objective, and then guided and instructed by the game in how best to
achieve this objective using the tools at his disposal. In order to complete the
game, the player must learn and internalize these rules of warfare and therefore

learn how to win wars according to the logic of the game.'**

It is therefore the logic of these games and the way in which they instruct the
player in how to win wars which marks their ideological and political
significance, and in this respect, Graham’s assertions that these military games
echo Bush’s ‘nationalistic discourse’, or Deck’s attempts to depict them as
‘racist’ and ‘imperialistic’, seem strangely removed from the actual content
and message of games. In fact, it is the military vision of these games which is
political, as the particular vision of warfare that they present has serious
political and strategic implications in relation to beliefs in the utility of force
and understandings of warfare as a tool for conflict resolution. The
predisposition to see games in terms of media effects, and to attempt to draw
parallels between the unpopular politics of Bush and the representation of war

in computer games, have marginalized the structuring logic of games and the
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experience of gameplay, and have therefore ignored how games function to
transmit their ideological message. Not only this, but they have also
misconceived what this ideological message is, putting forward arguments
relating to nationalism, race, and imperialism, rather than the military logic

which games present.

But not only have existing criticisms of military computer games ignored the
content, gameplay and ideological significance of games, they have also
provided a reductionist explanation as to why it is that games present such a
vision of war. For Curtis, Der Derian, and others, the influence of the Military-
Industrial-Media-Entertainment Network (MIMENET) provides the sole
explanation for the representation of war in computer games. Such an
explanation represents an attempt on the part of critics not only to draw
political associations between the military-entertainment complex and
Eisenhower’s military industrial complex, but also to subsume the debate
concerning military computer games within existing frameworks for
understanding the representation of war in the media more generally. In
particular, attempts to present MIMENET as a totalizing explanation for
computer game representations of war shows the clear influence of Paul

Virilio.

Paul Virilio’s work has consistently influenced thinking on the relationship

between war, the media and technology over the last twenty years, with his
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ideas apparently so prophetic and insightful, that he was invited to discuss
them with French military officers following the Gulf War in 1991. As Virilio
himself explained: ‘my work on the logistics of perception and the Gulf War
was so accurate that [ was even asked to discuss it with high-ranking French
military officers’.'* Virilio has written prolifically on the subject of the
interconnection of war, technology, and representation, but the main impetus
of his writing can be reduced to a number of key concerns. Virilio sees the
development of media and military technologies as inextricably intertwined
and war and the military-industrial complex as the prime factors influencing
the development of history. Virilio shows an extreme concern about
developing military and media technologies, what he describes as the
‘technocult’,'*® and argues that such technologies have led to derealisation (the
dominance of simulated and technologically mediated perceptions of reality
over direct ocular perception of material reality),'* distortion, and a kind of
brainwashing effect on the mass media audience, which turns us into
‘technological monks’.'** For Virilio, the media is both a tool of deception and
a tool of the military. In Desert Screen (2002) he draws a parallel between the
effect of military and media technologies during the Gulf War; between Iraqi
soldiers surrendering to an unmanned aerial vehicle and public opinion
surrendering to the distorted images presented on their screens: ‘those millions
of tele-spectators who are themselves finally taken in by the misleading

synopses of a television controlled entirely by the army’.'* For Virilio, it no

longer makes sense to see war and the representation of war as two separate
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things. The media no longer exists independently of war, the media itself is a
now a new form of warfare. As Virilio argues in War and Cinema: The

Logistics of Perception (1989), ‘War is cinema and cinema is war’."*°

Virilio’s work has provided a framework for understanding media
representations of war which has been taken up by critics working across

151 What theorists such as Virilio, Der Derian, Curtis

different media platforms.
and Graham share in common is a kind of conspiratorial suspicion: suspicion
of media technology, military technology, the military-industrial complex, and
the effect of military-media relations on the militarization of information. But
what they lack is any consideration of the idea of media specificity and the
differing pressures of production which affect media representations beyond
the military-entertainment complex. The pressures which affect the production
of news media, television, film, or literary representations of war are clearly
different to those which affect the production of military computer games. To
suggest that the media represents a homogenous whole and to posit the

military-entertainment complex as the sole influence on media representations

of war across media, as Virilio and others do, is to ignore this fact.

The rise of the military-entertainment complex and the relationship between
the military and the computer game industry has made military computer
games a particularly attractive form for such explanatory frameworks. But

ultimately, as Jonathan Burston argues: ‘In the textual register, conceptualizing
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“entertainment” merely as fluff or, conversely, as sinister ideological vehicle,
appears increasingly incongruous’ (although he is guilty of doing so
himself).'** The representation of war in military computer games cannot
simply be explained by the ‘autopoietic’ system of MIMENET. Rather, as I
have argued, the representation of warfare found in computer games is
influenced and affected by multiple determinants - interactivity, agency, rules,
technology, military policy, remediation, game structure, convention,
perspective, and player expectation - and these determinants work together, or
sometimes against each other, in order to determine exactly what form the

) . 1
representation of warfare in computer games takes.'>

5) My Own Approach to the Subject: ‘Military Computer Games and the
New American Militarism: What Computer Games Teach Us About War’

As Andrew Bacevich argues in The New American Militarism: How
Americans are Seduced by War (2005), the perception of the Bush
administration as a militaristic organization controlled by a ‘cabal of
warmongers’ and driven by a perverse neoconservative and imperialist
ideology has spawned a great number of books.'>* As Bacevich suggests,
however, these ‘are for the most part angry books. They indict more than
explain, and whatever explanations they offer tend to be ad
hominem....heaping abuse on the head of George W. Bush’.">® The existing
debate concerning military computer games occupies a similar vein of
argument. Whilst it raises serious questions concerning the influence of

military computer games, the relationship between the military and the
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computer game industry, and the propagandist and ideological significance of
games, it does so within a politicized, emotive, and technophobic framework

of analysis.

In The New American Militarism, Bacevich attempts to distinguish his work
on American militarism by replacing the angry ad-hominem indictments of
President Bush which, he argues, have characterized analyses up to that point,
with a constructive analysis of the historical, social, cultural and political
factors which have encouraged a militaristic predisposition in the American
political establishment and public. Bacevich sees the current predilection for
‘military metaphysics’ — a tendency to see geopolitical problems and their
solutions in purely military terms — not as being founded on any evil
ideological footing; but rather ‘the misleading and dangerous conceptions of
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war... that have come to pervade the American consciousness’ ~ and which

have led, he argues, to a new American militarism.

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate in what ways military computer
games can be said to contribute to this sense of a new American militarism and
to misleading and dangerous conceptions of war. In this respect, its
overarching research framework, and its association of games with militarism,
is not dissimilar to those critiques listed above. But the apparent familiarity of
this theme and of the central subject of the thesis in fact points to its major

contribution to original scholarship; it serves as a re-conceptualisation of many



Why Study Military Computer Games? 52

of the fundamental assertions and assumptions which have been built up
around military computer games, and as a challenge to the prejudices and
inaccuracies which have characterized existing analyses of military computer

games up to this point.

Crucially, existing critiques of military computer games have marginalized
consideration of the content of games, the message of games, how games
function to transmit their ideological message, and what influences or
determinants impact on their production and form. In viewing games in terms
of media effects, rather than in terms of meaning, they also ignore the question
of how the representation of war in computer games encourages particular
understandings of warfare. This thesis sets out to move beyond these
limitations by incorporating textual analysis, a consideration of the culture of
production — including the multiple determinants of games - and an analysis of

the understandings of warfare which games promote.

This thesis therefore focuses on game content and gameplay, and the meanings
and understandings which games generate (rather than the question of media
effects). It focuses on the idea of the procedural logic of games and how the
logic of war which these games present reveals their ideological and
propagandist significance (rather than making vague assertions concerning the
political message of games). And it analyses the representation of war in

computer games not only in relation to the military-entertainment complex, but
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also in relation to the multiple determinants which affect the computer game

form.

The thesis is therefore based around the following research questions:-

1) What does the representation of war in computer games look like?

2) Why is it that games look like they do — what are the multiple determinants
which affect their form?

3) What do games, through their procedural logic, teach us about warfare?

4) What is the consequence of this for understandings of warfare and the utility
9157

of force

5) How do these understandings contribute to the new American militarism?

Each chapter of the thesis is based around the re-conceptualization of one or
other of the central assumptions which have come to be associated with
military computer games and which have characterized the debate concerning
military computer games up to this point. The following section provides a
preview and overview of the arguments which are presented in each chapter,
whilst illustrating how these different arguments fit together to form the thesis

as a whole.

One of the most fundamental misconceptions concerning military computer
games has been promoted by the adoption and propagation of the phrase ‘war

is like a computer game’ and the understanding of both games and war which
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this phrase has encouraged. The use of the phrase ‘war is like a computer
game’ was popularized in television news commentaries during the Gulf War
in 1991 - a war which became known as ‘The Nintendo War’.'”® News
coverage of the Gulf War was dominated by the depiction of precision guided
missiles hitting their targets and strategic debates were centred on discussions
of the use of unmanned aerial vehicles and smart weaponry. This
understanding of the increasing automation of combat became the basis for
claims that real war was increasingly similar to a computer game. But although
this comparison of war and game made reference to changes in the nature of
warfare, it was based largely on an ignorance of computer games and
computer game content. It is true that war had been a feature of computer
games since their inception, but at the time of the Gulf War, computer war
games were far from the graphically advanced and popular genre that they are
today. At the time of the Gulf War, the design of the first-person shooter, on
which most of the modern war games are based, had not even been invented,
and Nintendo, which was targeting an age group of 8-14 year olds,"”
(compared to the average age of 33 of a game player today'®’) had just
released the Super Nintendo Console in North America alongside its flagship
game Super Mario Brothers. The game depicted an Italian plumber and his
brother Luigi’s attempts to steer through the Mushroom Kingdom, eliminating
the Koopa Troopa turtles in order to save Princess Peach. An analogy between
the Gulf War and computer games would therefore seem far fetched, and

clearly, this was not the intent of those who invoked the comparison of war
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and games. In truth, this comparison had nothing to do with the content of
games, as the medium was not considered worthy of critical attention; it was a
comparison between the hardware and technologies involved in playing
computer games (T.V. screens, hand held controllers, keyboards, computers)
and those increasingly adopted in order to carry out certain aspects of warfare.
But although this debate on the relationship between war and game was based
largely on an ignorance of game content, it succeeded in introducing and
perpetuating the understanding of computer games as purveyors of a vision of
high-technology warfare. Not only this, but as the television news media’s
representation of the Gulf War became criticized as an exercise in military PR,
so the representation of war in military computer games became associated not
only with high-technology warfare, but propaganda, sanitization and

. . 161
distortion.

The Gulf War had been seen by many military and political commentators as
signaling the advent of the Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) —a
revolution, it was claimed, in which military high-technology had
fundamentally revolutionized the way that war would be fought, inaugurating
a form of ‘new warfare’ which would be more clean, clinical and precise, 162
and which offered, as Steven Metz argues, the possibility of relegating ‘the
close-quarters clash of troops to history’.'® For critics, the emergence of the
discourse of new warfare and the Revolution in Military Affairs was simply an

example of military propaganda which attempted to hide and sanitize the
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realities of warfare. The news media came to be seen as complicit in this
propagandist attempt, as critics pointed to the coverage of the Gulf War as an
indication of the media’s malleability in reproducing the rhetoric and false
promises of the military, specifically in relation to the discourse of new
warfare which surrounded the military’s new arsenal of smart weaponry and
precision strikes. But although this debate over news media representation and
military propaganda appeared far removed from computer games, the use of
the term ‘videogame’ as a critical descriptor not only drew games into the
debate, but also succeeded in enforcing a particular perception and

understanding of what military computer games were about.

In order to highlight the sanitized and simplified nature of the news media’s
coverage of the Gulf War, critics took to comparing news coverage with the
vision of warfare presented in computer games,'®* whilst the military’s own
propagandist discourse of new warfare was also attacked when the Pentagon
was accused of providing ‘film that made the conflict look like a video
game’.' As one commentator noted, the Gulf War was not an ‘antiseptic
Nintendo game...it was a slaughter’.'°® The use of the terms videogame and
computer game within these analogies revealed that military computer games
and their representation of warfare had taken on very definite and commonly
accepted connotations: as their association with the RMA, new warfare, and
the news media’s representation of the Gulf War suggested, games were now

commonly understood as purveying a high-tech, sanitized, simplified and



Why Study Military Computer Games? 57

distorted vision of warfare. And despite the fact that these understandings
rested on a complete lack of computer game analysis, they have not only
survived, but flourished, providing the main impetus for current interpretations

of the propagandist significance of military computer games.

Since the Gulf War in 1991, the use and sophistication of military high-
technology has increased exponentially, whilst interest in military computer
games has grown as a result of the military-entertainment complex. This
military-computer game relationship has offered the increasingly intuitive
possibility of drawing parallels between war and games. Whilst the U.S.
military’s claims for increasingly clean, clinical, and precision strike high-
technology capabilities continue to be treated with suspicion, critics continue
to argue that it is these highly sanitised and high-tech visions of warfare which
inform the representation of war in computer games.'®’ In ‘War Play:
Practising Urban Annihilation’ (2007), for example, Stephen Graham argues

that:

The complex links between virtual, filmic, and televisual
representations of city-killing, and actual acts of urban war,
are becoming so blurred as to be almost indistinguishable. At
least amongst US forces, the real targeting of cities is
increasingly being remodelled as a “joy stick war”...This

operates through “virtual” simulations, computerised killing
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systems, and a growing distanciation of the operator from the
sites of the killing and the killed. In the process, the realities
of urban war — at least for some — start to blur seamlessly
with the wider cultures of sci-fi, film, video games and
popular entertainment... Take, for example, the unmanned,
low altitude “Predator” aircraft that are already being used
for extra-judicial assassinations of alleged
“terrorists”...whilst being piloted from a Nevada air base...8
or 10,000 miles away. For the US military personnel doing
the piloting, this “virtual” work is almost indistinguishable

from a “shoot-em-up” videogame.'®®

But despite developments in military high-technology, policy, and military
computer games, Stephen Graham’s argument, that the reality of “joy stick
war’” and of unmanned aerial vehicles being piloted from 10,000 miles away
makes war ‘almost indistinguishable from a “shoot-em-up” videogame’
remains extremely questionable. Certainly Graham is correct to point to a
parallel between military policy and the representation of war in computer
games; but this parallel does not exist as he describes it. Graham’s conflation
of current U.S. policy with ‘joystick war’ paints a picture of post-heroic
warfare and human disengagement, but, as I argue in Chapter 1, not only does
such a vision present an impossibly unsuitable form for the representation of

war in military computer ames,169 it also ignores the propagandist appeal of
ry p g gn propag pp
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the vision of current U.S. policy. Whilst Graham emphasises the new military
high-technologies of ‘joystick war’, he neglects to mention the increasing
integration with Special Forces troops which has become a central facet of the
current U.S. policy of military transformation. It is this combination of Special
Forces and high-technology which has not only become emblematic of U.S.
military transformation, but which has made the vision of military
transformation so appealing for computer game representation. As Graham
suggests, a parallel between computer games and American military policy
does indeed exist; but this parallel is based around the vision of military
transformation, and not joystick war. The purpose of Chapter 1 is therefore
firstly to provide a corrective to the understanding of military computer games
as presenting a vision of ‘joystick war’; and secondly, it is to provide a
complete re-evaluation of the understanding of the propagandist significance

of games.

Up to this point, the propagandist significance of games has been understood
in much the same way as it was in debates during the Gulf War in 1991; in
relation to the recreation of a vision of high-tech war which sanitises and
distorts the realities of warfare. This understanding, however, rests not only on
an inaccurate characterisation of the content of military computer games, and
an incomplete assessment of current U.S. policy, but also on a
misunderstanding of the notion of propaganda itself. As Toby Clark has

argued in Art and Propaganda in the Twentieth Century (1997), ‘The word
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“propaganda” has a sinister ring, suggesting strategies of manipulative

*170 and so it has been understood in

persuasion, intimidation and deception;
relation to computer games. But in theorising propaganda purely in terms of
distortion and manipulation, critics of computer games have ignored the most
fundamental of questions concerning propaganda, and that is, as Linda

Robertson has argued, ‘why is it to be believed?”'”!

As I argue in Chapter 1,
the propagandist power of the vision of warfare presented in military computer
games not only lies in its recreation of the ‘realities’ of the policy of military
transformation; but also in the similarity of the vision of military
transformation to existing and heroic cultural forms. Military computer games,
as I show in Chapter 1, build on the appeal of military transformation as a
representational form, and mold the representation of traditional hero
narratives and modern military high-technologies around the realities of the
policy of military transformation. It is this merger of real military policy and

traditionally heroic cultural forms which lends military computer games their

propagandist power.

But although military computer games can be said to recreate the ‘realities’ of
the policy of military transformation — and by that, I mean that games recreate
the model and vision of military transformation as it is described in policy
documents and doctrine, and as it is promoted by military and political
proponents; they do not recreate the reality of how this policy has fared when

applied in real operational environments. In fact, as I argue in Chapter 2, the
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representation of war in military computer games not only recreates the vision
of military transformation, it also obscures transformation’s strategic and
operational vulnerabilities. As a result, whilst the recreation of the vision of
military transformation can be seen as contributing to the realism of military
computer games, the way in which these games obscure the vulnerabilities of
military transformation also points to the limitations of computer game
representations of war. These limitations, as I argue in Chapter 2, are most
often revealed when military computer games depict the successful and
unproblematic application of military transformation to contingencies such as
Military Operations in Urban Terrain, cyber war, asymmetric warfare, and
nation building — areas which in reality have posed significant challenges to

the model of military transformation.

As critics have suggested, however, the limitations of the representation of war
in military computer games extend beyond the obfuscation of the
vulnerabilities of military transformation to their sanitisation of violence, their
lack of political, historical, and social context, and their failure to represent the
true horrors and complexities of war. In his article ‘The Ultimate War
Simulation’ (2005), David Wong parodies the very idea of producing a
genuinely realistic computer war game which reproduces the true complexities

of warfare. As Wong writes:
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I want a war simulation. 4 real one. 1 don't want little
cartoon tanks jostling around in a video sandbox chewing
down each other's health meters while a pre-teen opponent
insults my sexuality using every key on his keyboard except
the ones with letters. I want an RTS [Real Time Strategy]
game that will give me a stress headache after an hour and an
ulcer after a week. I want to identify experienced players on

the street by their Thousand-Yard Stares.' "

David Wong’s 20 point article identifies issues such as public support, the fog
of war, and reaction to casualties, highlighting the complex and contradictory
factors which combine to make real war so complex. Wong’s article might
provide a tongue in cheek critique of military computer games, but its central
argument reflects what is a commonly held belief concerning military
computer games: that they are too simplistic to represent the true complexities
of combat. But whilst the representation of war in military computer games is
indisputably limited in a number of different ways, these limitations, as I argue
in Chapter 2, in fact reproduce the limitations of U.S. policy as they have been

exposed in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Alongside suggestions that games present an unrealistic, sanitised and
distorted vision of warfare have emerged criticisms of military computer

games as unhistorical. In his discussion of military computer games, for
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example, the historian Niall Ferguson describes his hatred of the first person
shooters based on World War II: “Why do I hate Medal of Honor? The trouble
is — and the same could be said of nearly all its competitors — it’s profoundly
unhistorical’.!” For Ferguson, the unhistorical nature of military computer
games represents a lost opportunity to combat the historical ignorance which
he believes has come to characterise political discourse and the process of

policymaking in the U.S.:

There’s never been a more important time for people to play
World War Il games. For the last five years, politicians from
the President down have been recycling the rhetoric of that
conflict...And yet few of these politicians seem to have any
real understanding of the strategic risks involved in global

. 174
conflict.

For Ferguson, the unhistorical nature of games is therefore a reflection of the
unhistorical nature of current U.S. policy. In particular, Ferguson claims, U.S.
policymakers have failed to learn the lessons of the past and have carelessly
used historical analogies in the formation of policy. In his article ‘This
Vietnam Generation of Americans Has Not Learnt The Lessons of History’
(2005), for example, Ferguson attacks ‘the disturbing reality about the way
Americans make policy’ and the way in which they use historical precedents

in the process.
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The lessons of history come a poor second, and only recent
history — preferably recent American history — gets
considered....For the time being US policy is in the hands of
a generation who have learnt nothing from history except

how to repeat other people’s mistakes.'”

Ferguson’s comments - which echo Santayana’s ‘aphorism’ that ‘those who do
not know the past are condemned to repeat it” — recreate one of the most
common criticisms to be levelled at the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq: the idea
that the architects of these wars have failed to learn the lessons of the past,
whether these be the lessons of Soviet intervention in Afghanistan in 1979, the
British mandate of Mesopotamia following World War 1, or, as is more
commonly claimed, the lessons of the Vietnam War. The idea of the ‘lessons
of history’ has therefore become a major part of the debate concerning
intervention in Afghanistan and Iraq, and concerning the idea of international
intervention more generally. But the very idea of taking lessons from the past
raises a number of questions. Importantly, such lessons are not solely the
reserve of the critics of current U.S. policy, and nor are the lessons and
interpretations of past wars singularly accepted and objective truths. As Ernest
May has argued in “Lessons” of the Past: The Use and Misuse of History in
American Foreign Policy (1975), policymakers do in fact use history and

historical analogy in the formation of policy; the problem is, there is no single
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or definitive lesson that can be taken from a past event such as a war. Not only
this, but the lessons and interpretations of past conflicts will vary over time in
line with current perspectives, and policymakers will mold the image,
interpretations and lessons of past conflicts in order that they support their
current objectives. In “Lessons” of the Past, May describes this process as
‘cognitive dissonance’'’® — a form of historical analysis in which facts are
forced to fit and complications are ignored. In this respect, current U.S. policy
should not be seen as unhistorical in the sense that it is ignorant of all
historical precedent; rather it should be seen as a product of the process of

cognitive dissonance and selective analysis which Noon describes.

Military computer games, like current U.S. policy, have also been dismissed as
being unhistorical; but like U.S. policy, it is not the case that they show a
complete ignorance of past wars. Games such as Conflict: Desert Storm,
Conflict: Desert Storm 11, Delta Force: Black Hawk Down, America’s Army,
and Delta Force: Task Force Dagger are based on recent U.S.-led conflicts,
and there are a plethora of games based on World War II and the war in
Vietnam. All of these games contain elements which can be said to be
historically accurate. But the representation of past wars in military computer
games, like the drawing of lessons from the past, is also subject to a process of
selective representation as a result of the influence of the multiple
determinants of games. Rather than dismissing games as unhistorical, it is

therefore more interesting to analyse in what ways the multiple determinants
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of games have affected the representation of past wars in military computer
games, and to analyse how these determinants have affected the
understandings and lessons of past conflicts which these games promote. The
purpose of Chapter 3 is therefore firstly to investigate in what ways the
multiple determinants of games have affected the representation of past wars
in military computer games; secondly, to analyse what ‘lessons of the past’
these games encourage; and finally, to examine what the consequences of such

lessons are for understandings of warfare and the utility of force.

This overview has illustrated my intention to provide a complete re-evaluation
of the understanding of the propaganda of games, the limitations of games, and
also the notion of their unhistorical nature. The purpose of the rest of the thesis
is to invite readers to recognise the growing relevance of these aspects of

military computer games to the new American militarism.
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CHAPTER 1

From Underdog to Overmatch: Computer Games, Propaganda
and Military Transformation

The U.S. military has now identified and publically stated the potential of
computer games as recruitment tools and as tools of propaganda. In 2000, the
U.S. Defense Science Board described computer games as ‘perhaps the most
popular means’ of disseminating information in support of psychological
operations.' The U.S. Army spent over $7 million developing America’s Army
in the belief that the medium offered the opportunity of reaching a previously
untapped audience. As Major Chris Chambers, Deputy Director of the Army
Games Project explained: ‘What this means is that we make connections with
Americans who might not have had a connection with the Army. We use the
videogame to make that connection’.> As Colonel Wardynski, the director of
the America’s Army project, explicitly explains in his article ‘Informing
Popular Culture’ (2004), the purpose of the game is to frame ‘information
about soldiering within the entertaining and immersive context of a game”,’
and to provide a means with which to disseminate information concerning the
armed forces at a time when fewer and fewer people have direct experience of
the military. In recognizing the power of computer games in shaping,
informing and influencing people’s perceptions, the U.S. Army has attempted
to garner this power as a means of providing information concerning military
values and careers in the armed forces. The status of military computer games

as propaganda is therefore not really open to debate; but it is the way in which
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the propagandist vision of these games - and the notion of propaganda itself -

has been conceived and explained, that needs readdressing.

Existing analyses of the propagandist significance of games have been based
on two main supporting beliefs: firstly, the idea that military computer games
recreate a vision of high-tech ‘joystick war’ which, in mirroring the military’s
own technophiliac discourse of new warfare, sanitizes the realities of combat;
and secondly, the fundamental understanding of propaganda as signifying
sinister strategies of deception, distortion and manipulation. The purpose of
this chapter is to challenge both of these understandings and to provide a

reexamination of the content of games, as well as their propagandist potential.

sk s skeosk shoske sk

An analysis of the structuring logic of military computer games reveals that
they present a variety of different strategic visions and overall objectives.
Whilst fighting during Operation Desert Storm in 1991 in Conflict: Desert
Storm (2002) and Conflict: Desert Storm II (2004), you are dropped behind
enemy lines and tasked mainly with the disruption of enemy communications,
logistics, and the destruction of SCUD miissiles. In Call of Duty 4: Modern
Warfare (2007), you are thrown into a new Cold War in which you must
prevent the possibility of nuclear proliferation and nuclear attack on the east

coast of America which is threatened by civil war in Russia and Middle



Computer Games, Propaganda, and Military Transformation 69

Eastern attempts to get their hands on a nuclear bomb. In Tom Clancy’s Ghost
Recon Advanced Warfighter (2005), you fight to regain control of Mexico City
in the face of an urban insurgency in 2013. In Future Force Company
Commander (F2C2) (2006), you attempt to prevent the destabilisation of the
government of Dalilar by its neighbour Sabalan. In Full Spectrum Warrior
(2004), you must remove the murderous regime of the dictator Mohammad Al-
Afad from Zekistan, whilst in Full Spectrum Warrior: Ten Hammers (2006),
you attempt to pick up the pieces of the aftermath of the war, in which
Zekistan has become a haven for terrorists and has fallen into the grip of civil
war and insurgency. But although the missions to which you are assigned in
these games are radically different, there is an almost complete uniformity to
the force structures, assets and tactics which are used in order to achieve these
radically different aims. Whether disrupting logistics behind enemy lines in the
Gulf, fighting a new Cold War, or attempting to restore order in the face of a
civil war, you play as a small squad of Special Forces soldiers who rely on
high-technology in order to achieve success. Whilst the strategic objectives of
these games differ, the vision and logic of how to achieve these objectives
therefore remain the same: the combination of Special Forces and high-

technology.

There are a number of determinants which have impacted on the production of
military computer games and which have led to such a representational form.

Take, for example, the games Conflict: Desert Storm and Conflict: Desert
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Storm Il which depict the war in the Gulf in 1991 through an S.A.S. and
DELTA force squad. Such a representational form fits the technological
foundation of the modern squad-based military shooter, which is designed to
portray three dimensional close combat. The tactical squad based military
shooter has been built on the back of the development of the first person
shooter (FPS) in the early 1990s with games such as Wolfenstein (1992) and
Doom (1993), which in turn followed increasingly sophisticated graphics,
game engines and gaming technologies. Given the form of the first person or
squad based shooter - normally based around the depiction of a four-man
squad - and the popular movement away from the God-game perspective,® the
Special Forces narrative represents a perfect fit for the FPS form. But the first
person or squad based shooter also presents certain limitations: for example, it
would be impossible for an FPS game to depict the massed industrial conflict
involving hundreds of thousands of troops which Desert Storm involved. The
use of such a model to represent warfare therefore both exploits technological

developments, whilst also revealing certain technological limitations.’

But the squad-based military shooter can also be seen as a form of
remediation, as the practice of depicting warfare through following a small
group of soldiers has been used not only in video games, but across media,
particularly in film. Such a narrative form provides a means of developing
characterization and of making industrial scale war human,’ and in this

respect, media coverage of each war over the last century has followed such an
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approach, each time giving birth to a new media hero: the flying aces of World
War 1; the Marines at Iwo Jima of World War 2; the SAC pilots of the Cold
War’s nuclear war; and the Green Berets of Vietnam.” In the case of the
Conflict games, the Special Forces narrative allows the game to build on
existing representations of the conflict, such as Bravo Two Zero (book 1994,
film 1998) and The One That Got Away (book 1995, film 1996), which made
the role of the S.A.S. famous. It also allows for the development of a
recognizable hero narrative in which the outnumbered underdog overcomes
the odds to triumph against a far larger force — a hero narrative popular in both
military and non-military films. In this respect, the idea of a ‘good’ hero

narrative also relates to the idea of a ‘good’ game. As Barry Atkins has argued:

More recent American-led conflicts, particularly the Gulf
War that had so exercised Baudrillard, would have made a
poor game at a strategic level because of their dependence on
the doctrine of overwhelming military force, where the
military machine renders the individual inconsequential.
There is an absence of any significant doubt with regard to
broad outcome. The “What if?” of this kind of counterfactual
enquiry takes a point at which there is no inevitability of

outcome. 8
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As the lead designer of Conflict: Desert Storm explains, in producing a game
based around the Gulf War, the need to maintain the centrality of human
action and avoid the overbearing influence of the ‘military machine’, leads to a

certain form of historical revisionism.

It [Conflict: Desert Storm] is not a realistic portrayal of how
that war was fought for most of the soldiers, because it
predominantly was fought through air strikes...it wasn’t a
particularly good war in terms of gameplay because they
didn’t do a lot...Then these very exciting stories of Special
Forces actions came out, basically we take that as a basis and
then add on loads of stuff to make it more exciting. But it is a
kind of hyper real version of reality if you like and if you
want a war with modern weapons, modern equipment, that
people recognize, then I think that is why that setting has

been picked.”

To a certain extent, the representation of the Gulf War found in the Conflict
games can therefore be seen as an attempt to escape the overbearing influence
of military high-technology and airpower which the Gulf War conflict was
seen as representing. Television news coverage of the war was dominated by
press briefings in which Schwarzkopf fronted images of the technological

marvel of precision guided munitions hitting their targets - an image so
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familiar that it was parodied in the BBC’s sketch show Big Train;'® and the
understanding of the war as being dominated by high-technology and airpower
- to the extent that human action was rendered redundant - was also recreated
in Jarhead (book 2003; film 2005). The representation of the Gulf War in
Conflict: Desert Storm and Conflict: Desert Storm II therefore represents an
attempt to escape such a vision of the conflict. Rather than reproducing an
image of the Gulf War which promoted the idea that the conflict was
dominated by airpower and high-technology, and which showed human action
to be redundant in modern warfare, ‘The Desert Storm games are set in the
“behind the lines” thriller scenario familiar to audiences from books and
television series made from the memoirs of ex-S.A.S. personnel’.'" These
make for a far more exciting story line, a recognisable military hero narrative,
and after all, ‘everybody knows what SAS forces are’.'* Contrary to
suggestions that the increasing automation of combat has made war more like
a computer game, or suggestions that computer games recreate a vision of

joystick war, the Conflict games, as Jon Dovey argues:

Do not in any way actually echo the oft repeated cliché that
the Gulf War was the first videogame war...There is little
sense...of war by remote control, instead more of close-up

: 1
engagements and a narrative of escape. 3
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In fact, contrary to the suggestions of some computer game critics, the
multiple determinants of games ensure that games do not present a vision of
joystick war. For a game in which the player controlled an avatar who was
depicted sitting at a computer screen, conducting war using a remote control,
would not make for a good game. Nor would it represent a recognisable form
of warfare for the player, nor would it fit with the game engine developed for a
first person or squad based shooter game designed not for war by remote
control, but for action, ‘close-up engagements and a narrative of escape’. The
idea that the increasing automation of combat and the reduction of
interpersonal combat mark a parallel between real war and the representation
of war in computer games therefore ignores not only the content of games, but

also the determinants which influence their form.

As the producers of the Conflict games suggest, the adoption of the Special
Forces narrative was a direct response on the part of media producers to escape
the dominance of airpower and high-technology and the deadening effect it
had on popular representations of war. But what is interesting about the
representation of war in computer games such as Conflict: Desert Storm, and
military computer games more generally, is that they have increasingly come
to incorporate military high-technology within their heroic narrative.
Traditionally, one of the hallmarks of the military hero narrative, as presented
in films such as Bravo Two Zero and The One That Got Away, which use the

same form of Special Forces narrative as Conflict: Desert Storm in order to
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depict the Gulf War, is that they completely obscure any element of
technological assistance.'* Much like in the Rambo films, these are Special
Forces soldiers who survive on nothing but will, courage and guts. In this
sense, military hero narratives have traditionally obscured any element of
American technological military superiority, effectively reversing the role
which might be expected in a war between America and any foe, by pitting the
lead American hero as an underdog who relies purely on skill. The tagline of
The Sands of Iwo Jima (1949), ‘Alone and outnumbered, they had one thing in
their favor... the American dream’," largely sums up the approach of such
media productions, and films such as Rambo: First Blood Part I (1985),

Bravo Two Zero, and even Top Gun (1986) are illustrative in this respect.'®

As a result of the need to maintain the imperatives of both a good game and a
good hero narrative, media representations of war have tended to privilege
episodes which fit into this pre-existing mold. And as I have argued, the
Conflict games appear to be no different in this respect. But although the lead
designer of Conflict: Desert Storm and Conflict: Desert Storm II explains that
it was necessary to modify the image of the Gulf War to avoid the overbearing
influence of airpower and technology, in both games, the use of laser
designators and the calling in of airstrikes using A-10 tank busters or Multi
Launch Rocket Systems (MLRS) is a prominent feature of the gameplay. In
fact, in order to complete Conflict: Desert Storm, you call in a GBU-28

Bunker Buster air strike using a laser designator to kill General Aziz — the
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head of the Iraqi Army — and end the war. What we see in the Conflict games,
and in military computer games more generally, is the development of the hero
narrative from one based around the idea of the underdog, alone, outnumbered,
and without any form of technological support, to that of ‘overmatch’, in
which the heroes are still outnumbered, but are supported by military high-
technology. And in Conflict: Desert Storm II in particular, the synthesis of
Special Forces and high-technology, and the reinvention of Desert Storm,
represents not only an attempt to escape the reality of the policy of
‘overwhelming military force, where’, as Atkins describes, ‘the military
machine renders the individual inconsequential’; but also the reinvention of
Desert Storm in light of the policy of military transformation which was
becoming so famous at the time of the game’s production, following the war in
Afghanistan. In computer games, the development of the hero narrative from
underdog to overmatch, and the representation of war which they present, has
therefore mirrored developments in real U.S. military policy and the way in
which the U.S. fights its wars. In fact, the reinvention of Desert Storm in the
Conflict games replicates not only the development of U.S. military policy
from overwhelming force to transformation and overmatch, but also the
changing perspectives of Desert Storm upon which these changes in policy

were based.
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Military Transformation and Computer Games
Something occurred in the night skies and desert sands of the
Middle East in 1991 that the world had not seen for three

hundred years — the arrival of a new form of warfare."’

In many ways, particularly in terms of its application of military high-
technology, Desert Storm was seen as revolutionary. But the Powell Doctrine'®
of overwhelming force, massed troops, and long-build up periods upon which
Desert Storm was based soon came to be seen as anachronistic. Following the
end of the Cold War and the Gulf War in 1991, the U.S. was faced with a
number of unconventional contingencies for which the model of
overwhelming force adopted in Desert Storm seemed inappropriate. In
particular, the failure to act swiftly in the Balkans was seen as illustrative of
the overly restrictive parameters of the Powell Doctrine, and the inefficiency
of a massive and lumbering military machine which needed to be far swifter
and nimbler in order to face the challenges of the post-Cold War world."” The
disorder of the 1990s, as Andrew Bacevich argues, offered the officer corps
two choices: either improvise a response to the highly unconventional
contingencies they were faced with; or persist in refusing to venture beyond
conventional operations, thereby admitting their own irrelevance to actually
existing security concerns.? Just like the producers of the Conflict games who
were tasked with reinventing Desert Storm in light of the multiple

determinants of games, so those in charge of military policy set about
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reinventing American military policy in response to the change in strategic

outlook.

In his 1993 paper, ‘Land Warfare in the 21* Century’, Chief of Staff Gordon
Sullivan identified the ‘military-technical revolution’, and argued for smaller,
more dispersed and more mobile units.

Think of the manoeuvre possibilities that could be generated

for ground and air commanders by very dispersed Special

Operations forces or the potentially decisive effects these

very small forces... have when equipped with secure satellite

communications, laser designators, and position guidance

systems.21
Following the wars in the Balkans, the new Army Chief of Staff Eric Shinseki
pushed the transformational agenda further, calling for the creation of the
Objective force, a truly transformational force, which would later develop into
the Future Combat Systems and Future Force Warrior* — systems which
placed paramount importance on the influence and potential of high-
technology. In 2002, the Office of Force Transformation was set up under
director Arthur K. Cebrowski, and in an attempt to emphasize a break with
past policy, Cebrowski announced, ‘On Sept 11, America’s contract with the
Department of Defense was torn up and a new contract is being written’.” The
Department of Defense paper, ‘Military Transformation: A Strategic Approach

(2003)’ identified the development of stand-off precision strikes and lighter,
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nimbler forces; tools for situational awareness and C4ISR (Command, Control,
Communications, Computers, Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance);
and increased investments in Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs), space based

satellites, and Special (‘de-massed’) Forces.**

This combination of high-technology and Special Forces troops became the
hallmark of the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, leading to a torrent of
military commentary which proclaimed it a revolutionary new way of war.”> A
few hundred Special Forces soldiers had achieved what planners had believed
would require 50,000 ground troops, with Special Forces on the ground using
laser binoculars to pinpoint targets and the Joint Direct Attack Munition
(JDAM) satellite guidance then directing bombs to their targets.”® The Afghan
Model — as it became known — seemed to illustrate the possibility of waging a
major conventional conflict without mass conventional forces or extensive
close combat, suggesting a revolutionary change in force structure and war-
fighting doctrine. For Rumsfeld, the key lesson from Afghanistan was that the
policy of overwhelming force, and the idea of massed industrial armies which
it entailed, was obsolete. As Rumsfeld argued in testimony to the Senate
Armed Services Committee in 2003: ‘In the twenty-first Century, “over-
matching power” ’— the ability to field a small but technologically superior

27 _ beliefs which were

force — ‘is more important than “overwhelming force
promoted in the planning of the Iraq war in 2003”* and which have been

similarly promoted in computer games.
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The representation of Desert Storm in the Conflict games, based around the
combination of Special Forces troops and precision guided airpower, therefore
points not only to the unsuitability of the policy of overwhelming force as a
representational form for modern computer games, but also to the
obsolescence of such a policy in reality, and the rise of military transformation
and overmatch. The Conflict games do not simply seek to escape the influence
of military high-technology altogether, as has traditionally been the case in
representations of the underdog hero narrative; but to combine the Special
Forces narrative with that of transformation and overmatch. As the Head of
Audio at Pivotal Games reveals, when September 11™ happened, ‘we were
halfway through developing Desert Storm 1 which was ten years ago so we
thought we were pretty safe, we thought it would be a good thing, you know
get all the special forces with all the radio mics and all the new gear what a
great environment to set a game around’.”” The model of military
transformation, and the combination of Special Forces and high-technology
which had become prominent at the time of the game’s production, was
therefore used to transform the representation of Desert Storm — a war that had
taken place ten years earlier. And just as military transformation has become a
vision of a revolutionary new way of war in reality, so it has come to dominate
the representation of war in computer games, providing images of past, future

and contemporary conflict along transformational lines.
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In the multi-award winning Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare, the vision of
transformation and overmatch is given a big budget makeover, combining the
Special Forces narrative involving S.A.S. and U.S Marine Reconnaissance
Units with a narrative which invokes the feeling of a new Cold War and
includes death scenes, torture scenes, and assassinations reminiscent of a
Hollywood blockbuster. Call of Duty 4 is perhaps the clearest example to date
of the transformational synthesis of Special Forces and high-technology to be
reproduced in computer games, as the game provides both the opportunity to
fight as a Special Forces soldier on the ground, and also the opportunity to
view the battlefield from above whilst commanding a high-technology
targeting system. In ‘Death from Above’, a particularly unique (and eerily
realistic) level for a first person shooter, you are given the opportunity to
control the weapons system on an AC-130 Gunship, targeting enemy troops
and vehicles using a thermal imaging operator in order to provide cover for the
Special Forces troops on the ground. In ‘Death from Above’, your view of the
battlefield exactly reproduces that provided by the news footage of precision
guided munitions hitting their targets which was repeatedly shown in the U.S.
during Desert Storm; but the true measure of the game’s realism is provided by
a comparison with the actual video footage of AC-130 gunships at work in
Afghanistan and Iraq which has begun to appear on the website YouTube. This
footage - which is classified as sensitive material — has a warning attached:

‘NOTE: THIS IS NOT CALL OF DUTY 4!’
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As if the gameplay of Call of Duty 4 did not make the importance of high-
technology and airpower within the new American way of war clear enough,
the game is punctuated with “aphorisms” concerning combat, with one
unattributed quotation reading: ‘if at first you don’t succeed, call in an air
strike’. There is no question of high-technology obscuring the heroic activities
of the Special Forces, however; as the tagline to the game explains: ‘wars
change, weapons change, soldiers don’t’. This vision of high-technology and
airpower therefore combines with a vision of the Special Forces narrative,
building both on the media coverage which has surrounded British and U.S.
Special Forces in films such as Bravo Two Zero and Black Hawk Down
(2001), and also reflecting the more contemporary and revolutionary use of
U.S. Special Forces in Afghanistan in 2001/2002 and perhaps the largest
deployment of U.S. Special Forces ever in Iraq in 2003.*! In dramatic form,
the game Call of Duty 4 therefore recreates the vision of military
transformation and its focus on high-technology and Special Forces as the

means of winning wars.

In Call of Duty 4, real and current military weaponry and Special Forces units
are depicted within an imagined geopolitical context - a new Cold War setting
in which America is threatened by nuclear attack; in Tom Clancy’s Ghost
Recon Advanced Warfighter and the Army’s new game F2C2, however, it is
not current weaponry and Special Forces units, but real prototype military

weaponry, which is placed within a speculative geopolitical setting in order to
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provide a vision of future combat. It is in games such as these that the
technological foundations of military transformation in relation to information

technology, communication systems, and precision strike are promoted.

The concept of military transformation relies on a combination of high-
technologies which facilitate the process of information gathering, processing,
and exploitation. This integration of what Admiral Owens (Vice-Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff 1994 -1996) has called the ‘system of systems’ -
sensors, command and control, and precision strike, facilitated by information
technology, communication systems, and precision weapons - allows for
enhanced situational awareness and information dominance, which, coupled
with precision strike capabilities, accurate long range weapons, and smaller
land forces, ensures quick, clinical, low-casualty conflict with a reduced risk to
troops on the ground and a reduction in collateral damage. In future wars, as

Owens has argued,’” the American field commander:

Will have instant access to a live, three-dimensional image of
the entire battlefield displayed on a computer screen...The
commander will know the precise location and activity of
enemy units — even those attempting to cloak their
movements by operating at night or in poor weather, or by

hiding behind mountains or under trees. He will also have
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instant access to information about the US military force and
its movements, enabling him to direct nearly instantaneous
air strikes, artillery fire, and infantry assaults, thwarting any

attempt by the enemy to launch its own attack.”

This is a vision of future warfare which is perfectly recreated in the game Tom
Clancy’s Ghost Recon Advanced Warfighter. In Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon
Advanced Warfighter, you fight as a member of the U.S. Special Forces in
Mexico City in 2013 in order to regain control of the city in the face of an
urban insurgency. Your success in the game is contingent on the use of
military high-technology, specifically the Integrated Warfighter System (IWS),
which includes a visor which acts as a computer screen, advanced
communications which provide you with constant information on the
battlefield, thermal imaging for night and day, UAVs (Unmanned Aerial
Vehicles), and MULES (Multifunctional Utility Logistics and Equipment
Vehicle) which provide you with medical supplies and ammunition. In the
game, information from UAVs and satellites is downloaded to your Heads-Up-
Display (HUD),** which then identifies enemy targets in red and ‘friendlies’ in
blue, even when your own view of these targets is obscured by buildings. With
your HUD linked up to the ‘cross-com’ system, you are able to command and
control other assets such as heavy armour, sniper fire, airstrikes, UAVs, and

artillery strikes. As the game website describes, the IWS ‘Enhances
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communication, control and situational awareness’ — the very essence of

military transformation.™

The following information is taken from the Website of Tom Clancy’s Ghost
Recon Advanced Warfighter.

The Crosscom3®

The CrossCom is the technicians’ baby. It is a next generation satellite communication device that
gives you real-time reconnaissance in the field of battle. Look at the scheme on the bottom, which
displays its key features. Once mastered, it will be key to your success.

CrossCom Monocle:

. - Advanced high-resolution display
. - Provides real-time data on the move
. - Enhances communication, control and situational awareness

You are in constant contact with your Ghosts and your support teams. You want the
Apaches to execute an Air Strike? No problem, just give the order.

HUD Display:

P

Plan your next move, give orders, call on support and monitor what your team is seeing in real-time
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The Integrated Warfighter System?3?

The Integrated Warfighter System has been developed by the military to create a soldier centric
force, making you more powerful, more flexible and more lethal than ever before. Remember, even
with all this technology assisting you on the battlefield...you still need to survive!

CHABS® BY CAve

= Iniegraed body anmor

= Capable ol vothaz anding rifle, e
rouncts @ well as frsgmentation
{Perum, S.56mam, 7 S2mm)

RATED HARFIGHTER SYSTEM™ (

The IWS is therefore more than just an abstract reference to the potential of
high-technology weaponry. In fact, as the game website explains, ‘the
Integrated Warfighter System is based on the Future Force Warrior program in
development by the U.S. Military’;*® this is the very same system that was
introduced by Army Chief of Staff Shinseki in the 1990s as part of his
transformational program. General Dynamics C4 systems, the company in
charge of the development for the Future Force Warrior, describe it as ‘a high

tech “system of systems” designed to provide every soldier with overmatch

capabilities’. It is a system which allows ‘total battlefield visibility’ and ‘total
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integration in the digital battlefield’.” In basing the gameplay around the
Integrated Warfighter System, and promoting this prototype technological
system as the means of military success, Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon Advanced
Warfighter perfectly recreates the vision of military transformation as
described by Admiral William Owens. In doing so, the procedural logic of the
game instructs the player that military transformation is the key to winning
wars. As the game website describes, ‘Based on actual U.S. Army research,
the Ghosts give gamers a realistic view of how war will be fought in the next

4
decade’.*

The Future Force Warrior depicted in Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon Advanced
Warfighter forms part of the Army’s Future Combat Systems (FCS) project,
and it is the FCS which lies at the heart of the Army’s new game, Future
Force Company Commander (F2C2). In F2C2, you take command of the
Army’s integrated Future Combat Systems (FCS) in order to prevent the
destabilisation of the government of Dalilar by its neighbour Sabalan. The
game, available for download from the Army Future Combat Systems website,

comes with some familiar transformational rhetoric:

Future Combat Systems (FCS) will transform the U.S.
Army's Current Force to a more lethal, agile Future Force to
achieve battlespace dominance. The F2C2 video game

demonstrates the FCS wireless network-centric operating
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system that seamlessly links advanced communications and
networking systems with soldiers, platforms, weapons, and

SCl’lSOI‘S.41

The game includes an encyclopaedia, which teaches the player about the
potential of network centric warfare (NCW) in areas such as unmanned aerial
vehicles, sensors, the soldier of the future, non-line of sight weaponry, and
precision guided weapons, and it is in using these high technology capabilities
that the player succeeds in their mission. Once again, the procedural logic of
the game therefore instructs the player that military transformation represents

the best means of winning wars.

The representation of warfare in games such as F2C2 and Tom Clancy’s Ghost
Recon Advanced Warfighter therefore shows the clear influence of military
transformation and transformational technologies. This process, of real
military policy influencing popular media forms, has been theorised by
Charles E. Gannon in Rumors of War and Infernal Machines: Technomilitary
Agenda-Setting in American and British Speculative Fiction (2003), as the

process of ‘trickle-down’ narrative influence.

In Rumors of War, Gannon conceptualizes the influence of military policy on
literary ‘techno-thrillers’, but also the influence of literary techno-thrillers on

military policy, through the idea of the ‘trickle-up, trickle-down’ model of
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narrative influence.*” In interviews with engineers involved with classified
technological military developments, Gannon was told that speculative ‘hard’
science-fiction, based around projections of future warfare and in particular
future weaponry, has had a significant influence on the direction that real
military technological projects have taken. In fact, the U.S. military has long
employed future-war authors in high-level advisory capacities, raising the
question of ‘whether such authors are predicting or making the future’.*
Similar questions have been raised with reference to the modern manifestation
of the military-entertainment complex, particularly following a meeting shortly
after 9/11 at the Institute for Creative Technologies, in which ‘Die Hard
screenwriter Steven E. De Souza, television writer David Engelbach
(MacGyver 1989), and directors Joseph Zito (Delta Force One 1999; Invasion
U.S.A. 1985; and Missing in Action 1984), Spike Jonze (Being John
Malkovich; 1999) and David Fincher (Fight Club 1999; Seven 1995) were
invited to brainstorm narrative scenarios in service of future U.S.-sponsored
counter-terrorism efforts’. ** According to Gannon, this stream of influence,
from the realm of speculative media fiction, to that of real military policy,
represents a form of ‘trickle-up’ narrative influence. But equally, as Gannon
argues, this process also works the other way around, with details of genuine
contemporary or near-future military weaponry, doctrine, tactics, and force
structures finding their way from technical military experts into popular media

narratives in the form of ‘trickle-down’ narrative influence. This is the case not
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only with the literary techno-thrillers which Gannon analyses, but also with

military computer games.

The narrative formulae of games such as Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon Advanced
Warfighter, Call of Duty 4, and F2C2, hold much in common with the literary

techno-thriller. As Gannon desribes:

The technothriller is often little more than a primer on
current military capabilities, given dramatic impetus by a
single, speculative “what if-?” change in the international or
technological identities of the current day. The political
influence of such texts is therefore mostly of the “trickle-
down” wvariety: a dissemination of new technological
information; an investigation of one (or more) global
flashpoints that could erupt into conflict, and the combat
conditions and consequences that result when the
aforementioned new technology is employed in the latter

conflict.®

In this trickle-down process, Gannon argues:

What begins as mathematical assessments by weapon

designers and expert commentary by military professionals is
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translated...into a non-specialised social discourse that
surveys the potential effects of new weapons through the

infinitely more accessible medium of vicarious experience.*®

In games such as Call of Duty 4, Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon Advanced
Warfighter, and F2C2, we can clearly see the trickle down influence of the
vision and rhetoric of military transformation from official policy documents
produced by the Department of Defense and Office of Force Transformation,*’
or from statements released by current or former Secretaries of Defense, *®
politicians, and Presidents,*’ through articles and commentary in military
journals, newspapers and magazine articles,’® and into computer games. As
game designer Wagner James Au describes with reference to America’s Army:

Special Forces Overmatch:

The latest version is very much a creature of current strategic
policy. AA [America’s Army] design has become directly
related to the Secretary of Defense’s theories on
“transformation” — the high-tech merger between elite, front-
line troops and the support network of air cover and cruise
missiles instantly available by satellite phone and laser
targeting. Specifically, the Department of Defense wants to
double the number of Special Forces Soldiers, so essential

did they prove in Afghanistan and northern Iraq:
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consequently, orders have trickled down the chain of
command and found application in the current release of
America’s Army...A policy that policymakers met with

scepticism has become one of their most valued tools.”!

Military computer games, as a result of the trickle-down influence of military
policy, therefore recreate the vision and logic of military transformation and
promote the belief — upon which transformation relies — in the combination of
Special Forces and high-technology as the means of winning wars. Contrary to
the suggestions of critics, however, this parallel between games and U.S.
policy has not resulted in the recreation of a vision of ‘joystick war’; in fact,
such a suggestion not only mischaracterizes the content of military computer
games, it also obscures the true propagandist and ideological power of

computer games, and of transformation itself.

Military Computer Games and Propaganda

In The Dream of Civilised Warfare: World War I Flying Aces and the
American Imagination (2003), Linda Robertson argues that the propagandist
power of the flying ace was built on two factors: firstly, its perceived potential
as a propagandist image for media promotion; and secondly, the perceived
potential of airpower in reality as a military tool to break the stalemate of the
murderous trench warfare of World War 1. On the one hand, ‘the glorious

image of the ace originated in the dismal realities of the ground war’;>* on the
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other, it originated in the similarities which could be drawn between the story
of the ace and existing conventions and expectations of the popular hero
narrative. The image of the ace offered the opportunity of building on pre-
existing myths and popular narratives concerning chivalry, knighthood, daring
and military prowess, with the fighter pilots particularly adept at serving such
a role given their compulsory status as volunteers (unlike regular conscript
soldiers) and also the spectacularly dangerous nature of their missions. But the
power of the ace did not derive purely from a romanticized image presented in
propagandist production; it was the promise of airpower to offer a solution to
the political, military, cultural and social needs of the moment which also lent
it its power. Similarly, the power of military transformation as a propagandist
vision lies both in its appeal in terms of media representation, and its promise

as a military tool in reality.

Critics of military computer games have tended to conceptualize the
propagandist significance™ of military computer games in terms of their
manipulation and distortion of reality. Contrary to the suggestions of critics,
however, the propagandist power of games such as Conflict: Desert Storm,
Conflict: Desert Storm 11, Call of Duty 4, Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon
Advanced Warfighter, and F2C2 does not lie in their distortion and
manipulation of reality; but rather in their claims to represent the realities of
warfare and the realities of the vision of military transformation. Whether

these claims for realism are presented through their representation of real
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world conflicts as in Conflict: Desert Storm and Conflict: Desert Storm II,
through their recreation of such photorealistic footage that it is almost identical
to real front-line footage, as in the case of Call of Duty 4; or through the
representation of real weaponry and military systems in Tom Clancy’s Ghost
Recon Advanced Warfighter and F2C2, these claims to realism are made
explicit in military computer games, and they are much discussed by game
players.” Across the board, these games present a vision of warfare which
perfectly matches the vision of military transformation. Rather than seeing the
propagandist significance of these games in terms of the distortion of reality,
they should instead be seen in terms of their promotion of the vision of

military transformation.

But the ideological and propagandist potential of games does not solely derive
from their claims to realism. As Linda Robertson argues, ‘A deeper
understanding of propaganda depends upon its similarity to cultural discourses
because it draws upon cultural myths, values, and beliefs as validating,
interpretive frameworks’.”> The appeal of representing warfare through the
model of military transformation is that the synthesis of high-technology and
Special Forces creates a recognizable representation of not only the realities of
American military policy, but also well-established popular hero narratives
and popular perceptions of war. In a game such as Call of Duty 4, the reality of
military transformation is molded around a narrative and representation of

warfare which draws upon past news footage, current internet footage, film,
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and literature. In Tom Clancy’s Ghost Recon Advanced Warfighter and F2C2,
the complex detail of real military prototype weaponry finds its way from the
engineering laboratory into the plot of a futuristic computer game. And in
Conflict: Desert Storm and Conflict: Desert Storm I, real historical events
from one time merge with the real military policy from another, to create a
vision of warfare in line with military transformation and the Special Forces
narrative. The reality of military transformation is therefore presented within
an immersive framework of popular entertainment, signaling both the trickle
down influence which Gannon highlights in Rumors of War and Infernal
Machines, and also illustrating how the ideological message of military
transformation is presented through the validating interpretive framework of

popular culture, as Robertson describes.

The ideological and propagandist power of these games therefore lies not only
in the fact that they represent the realities of American military policy; but, as
Robertson suggests, that the reality of military transformation appears so
similar to existing cultural forms, particularly the popular hero narrative.
Jerome de Groot has described how games are ‘interested in selling a heroic
individuality within the broader sweep of history’, and he identifies the tagline
of Medal of Honor as a rhetorical support for this model: ‘Can one man truly
make a difference?” the game questions.’® Well, according to Bob Andrews,
the former head of the Pentagon's office for Special Operations and Low

Intensity Conflict, the answer, in the age of military transformation, is ‘yes’.
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‘An American with a laser designator could kill 3,000 Taliban in an
afternoon...In an almost Biblical sense, one man could bring down a whole
bunch of the enemy’.57 In the past, popular representations of warfare, such as
those which portrayed Desert Storm, have used the Special Forces narrative in
order to escape the deadening effect of representing the true realities of the
policy of overwhelming force and the increasing mechanization which came to
dominate representations of the conflict in the news and also in Jarhead. In
this sense, such media representations owed more to purely media imperatives
than to a consideration of the realities of military policy.”® As the designers
and producers of the Conflict games accept, these games showed that war — at
least war fought along the lines of overwhelming force - was not like a
computer game, as a game based around airpower and high-technology which
obscured any element of human interaction was not suitable material for a
computer game. With the movement away from overwhelming force and
towards military transformation, however, the representation of the Special
Forces narrative has combined with elements of military high-technology to
satisfy not only the imperatives of media production, but also to reflect the
reality of military policy. And it is in this sense that there has been a
convergence between popular hero narratives and actual military policy,
between the idea of an outnumbered heroic force and the idea of overmatch — a

convergence which has become most pronounced in computer games.
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For many military, cultural, and media commentators, the increasing
automation of combat brought about by the use of military high-technology
signals the inauguration of a form of ‘post-heroic’ warfare.” This idea, which
was in fact voiced as early as 1862 by Nathaniel Hawthorne in his essay
‘Chiefly about War Matters by a Peaceable Man’ (which concerned the impact
of mechanized warships on the redundancy of naval officers in the Civil
War),60 became particularly popular after the Gulf War’s showcase of military
high-technology and encouraged a number of articles on the topic,”' as well as
providing the material for Jarhead — a book and film which perfectly
encapsulates this sense of post-heroic warfare (see footnote).® It was this
understanding of the Gulf War as a showcase of high-technology, and the
unexamined belief that computer games shared such a high-tech vision, which
led to the popularisation of the phrase ‘war is like a computer game’. These
comparisons between war and game were further encouraged by the war in
Iraq in 2003, following which commentators once again drew comparisons
between the realities of an American way of war which has increasingly come
to incorporate high-technology, and the vision of warfare presented in
computer games. In the ‘Changing Face of War’ (2008), for example, Chris
Ayres — following Stephen Graham’s description of ‘joystick war’ - argues
that the real-life deployment of the Unmanned Aerial Predator ‘is practically
undistinguishable from a video game’.%> As an analysis of the content of
military computer games has revealed, such a parallel misrepresents the

content of military computer games, whilst also ignoring the multiple
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determinants which affect the computer game form. But in its association of
military transformation with post-heroic, joystick war, such parallels also
obscure the appeal of military transformation in terms of media representation.
It is not the case that the increasing utility of military high-technology has
resulted in a form of post-heroic warfare; on the contrary, as an analysis of
military computer games reveals, the combination of Special Forces and high-
technology, upon which transformation is based, allows a traditionally heroic
narrative to co-exist alongside the representation of high-technology. In this
respect, Michael Sherry’s description of the early American astronauts
provides a particularly apt parallel for describing the appeal of military
transformation in terms of media representation: like the early American
astronauts which Sherry describes, the model of military transformation shows
that ‘new-found technological sophistication and old-fashioned individual
heroism were still congruent, at least among Americans’.** And it was this
sense of the combination of new-found technological sophistication and old-
fashioned individual heroism which Defense Secretary Rumsfeld attempted to
capture in his own description of the application of military transformation in
the war in Afghanistan. In ‘Transforming the Military’ (2002), Rumsfeld sums
up the essence of transformation in describing ‘the first U.S. cavalry attack of
the twenty-first century’, a battle won by the ‘combination of the ingenuity of
the U.S. special forces; the most advanced, precision-guided munitions in the
U.S. arsenal’, and a handful of soldiers on horseback.®> Rumsfeld’s description

of the war in Afghanistan, with its overtones and allusions to heroic and
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seemingly mythical narratives, illustrates the clear propagandist appeal of the
vision of military transformation, and its similarities with existing and heroic
cultural forms. It is this appeal which military computer games build upon,

taking traditional hero narratives and modern military high-technologies, and

molding them around the ‘realities’ of the policy of military transformation.

Military Computer Games and the New American Militarism

Alongside the multiple determinants of games, military transformation has
heavily influenced the representation of past, present and future war in
computer games, encouraging the depiction of warfare using the model of
military high-technology and Special Forces troops. The influence of military
transformation, aside from the other determinants of games, can be seen in the
development of the hero narrative from underdog to overmatch, and the
increasing saliency of military high-technology which this development has
entailed. But although this parallel between games and policy reveals the
propagandist and ideological significance of games, in what sense does this

relationship contribute to the new American militarism?

In “Weapons of Mass Distraction’ (2002), game designer Wagner James Au,
America’s Army art director Philip Bossant, Delta Force: Black Hawk Down
producer Wes Eckhart, and Lieutenant Colonel Wardynski (who came up with
the idea for America’s Army), set out to answer what they perceive to be the

main questions surrounding computer war games. Do these games cause
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violence? No says Wardynski; despite bringing in ‘Ph.D.s in behavioral
science, political science, Army experts in training’, he has yet to find one who
believes this. Do they present a homogenized and demonized representation of
the enemy ‘other’? No says Eckhart, ‘There's some blond white guys, there's
some skinheads ... so it's not like we settled on any ethnic group or anything
like that’. Do they present a sanitized version of combat? Well says
Wardynski, ‘We respect our audience [enough] to know that if we don't have
that in our game, they're not dumb and they'll still know that [gore is] part of
combat’.*® There is no doubt that ‘Weapons of Mass Distraction” offers a
particularly cursory analysis of the criticisms which have been directed at
military computer games. Nevertheless, the article accurately identifies those
questions and issues which have come to utterly dominate the debate -
distortion, sanitization, simplification, and media effects — and which have
contained and constrained its parameters. The interesting question concerning
computer games, however, lies in the subtitle of the article: ‘A new breed of
computer games is teaching today’s teenagers how to wage, and win, the war
against terror’. Military computer games, through their procedural logic, are
instructing players that the best way of winning wars is through the model of
military transformation and the combination of Special Forces and high-
technology. And it is in this respect that the relationship between military
computer games, military transformation, and the new American militarism

should be seen.
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Military transformation, as Tim Benbow has argued, ‘Offers a seductive
answer”’ to the strategic dilemma imposed by America’s desire in the 90s, and
especially after 9/11, to pursue an increasingly ambitious defense policy’ at an
affordable cost, and with low casualties for political acceptance.68 It points, as
Lawrence Freedman has argued, to the possibility of civilized warfare,” to
stand off weapons, less ground force involvement,”® reduced dependence on
logistics, quick and unequivocal results, and a distinction between combatants
and non-combatants.”' Crucially, as Andrew Bacevich has pointed out, it also
promises a more humane form of warfare.”” Like the flying ace of World War
I, the power of military transformation as a form of propaganda therefore lies
in its appeal as a model for media representation, but also its ability — or
proposed ability — in responding to the cultural, political and social pressures
which warfare imposes. The idea of the possibility of transformation offering a
more humane and civilised form of warfare has rightly been challenged;” but
of greater significance in considering the relationship between military
computer games, military transformation, and American militarism, is the
question of the true strategic and operational efficacy of military
transformation, and the way in which this operational efficacy is represented in
computer games. For critics of military transformation, the transformational
experiment in Afghanistan has caused an increasing arrogance concerning the
utility of force. As Newt Gingrich has argued: ‘There is a mindset of arrogance
compounded by what they saw in Afghanistan that has led people to think that

3 JDAM’s [Joint Direct Attack Munitions] and five guys on horseback equal
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an RG [Republican Guard] division’.”* As I show in the following chapter,
military computer games not only recreate the vision of military
transformation; they also obscure its strategic and operational vulnerabilities,
and as a result, they promote an overblown belief in transformational
capabilities. The propagandist significance of military computer games should
therefore be seen in relation to the recreation of the vision of military
transformation; but it is the way in which military computer games encourage
an 