
THE FIRST CASUALTY ?
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ShlJuld ur ""' fll rn 1& rxprmifm" r/JIII/d. tbm. dnd Jd)' fhat frob/in il trar p/lmml bJ
otber medllJ? /

Tk Jeu{ntH ofpourr is theIfwflxr ,./lid[ather0/dll Iermm/l/I/1/ 'fflllfl/fJ. Speech bj ,"j(Jlml

d,lmm 111'mId/d) ht"!II1tJ Ihf: 0111.,(hoi.., htC<11fU <1ppealJ uith U"ldJJ 1Mlt failtd 10 r'glJltr.2

It is 00(, as (he journalistic cliche got'S, rhar truth is the first casualuy of war, it is the con­

( ('p I of reality (hat is rhe first casual i t ~· . \ The Persian Gulf\'\'ar was not so much (he first

Third-World, post-Cold War as theculmination of a series of developments spanning the

entire century; thesedevelopmenrs can onl)' becharacterized as the evolution of roral war.

Such rotahzanon IS. as Virilio points out, the derealization of war nself The Persian Gulf

War wi-\ in this sense001 rhe first medu red war (\X/odd \Var I), nor (he firs t electronic

war (Viernam). bur perhaps (he fim postmodern war. a posrmodem W,H for which the

media events of Vicr nam, the Falklands(Mal\'mas) war, and (he invasions of Grenada and

Panama form, in Baudrillard's sense, one seriesof models, Mor('{lver, raking the "libera­

tion of Kuwait~ as its main impulseand "mid-mtensity conffic r~ with regional powers in

the Third World as its paradigm for military action, the war was mapped (via television)

onto a complicated temporality: writing uself'borh projectively and retroactively, it was

identified with both an entirely mythical World War II and some future "Star Wars~ mis­

sile defense system, This was a war that will, in all probability, become a model for the

ronrinuanon of the Bush admir ustrannn's "war on drugs," while the "forgone n war"

against AIDS. which has claimed more than 100,000 American lives, continues with no

promiseof victory in sight,4

The Sttmingly instantaneous and continuous story telliog (eg. CNS Headline News)
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facilitated by newcommunicanon technologiescombined with the complete automation

of warfare, may indicate the triumph of the hyper-real over the real. As one U.S.soldier in

Saudi Arabia observed: "If the boys had had these video games - .Ninrendo', 'T« rism:

'NinjaTunles' - in Viernam, the mental health level would have been much highrr.~ Mili­

lary manoeuvresand combat training have. with [he ,s: rowrh of thesimulation industry in

the 1970s. become lar~ e scale t!«(roni, war games. Thus, whenthe air war commenced

on j anuary 16th. rhe Pentagon's Crisis Situation Room became a TV control room, where

operations spt'(ialiSIS ..oJ intelligence analySIS monitored three large projeu ion screens,

oneof which was TUned to csx h,hilt their counrerpam monuored U.S. reloision in

B;lghJaJ.)1Simuluneocsly, network and cable news studios became ·war rooms" full of

military upt'I'ts. renred chiefs ofsuIT. and mapsof the"theatre ofoperanoos." The Persian

Gulf war was rhus J. kindof simulacra gamein which the rrchnoloSl ofenrenainmem

television and rhr trchnology of mass desrrucnonwere deployed together J.S part of U.s.

military suateg)' to both deceiveIraqi miliw}' forces and ropre-empt 'pcst-ernpr the for­

mJ.rion ofan OJl(XKirional rublic spht.-re.

Such a consmcnon of the -rea!it( of war requires us rherefore to go beyond the usual

drbar~ about rhr role and performanceof the news media iIS an information provider.

Whilr the "pool sysrem- and the -srcurir)' re...-iew"ofsrories cenainly extended milirary

control over information, the media'sown examination of this issue tended to ignore many

other factors which shape rbe productionof news discourse, tIK-rrb)' pnpnuaring thr self­

Sl.-t\·i n~ myth ofa -fnT press" in which rhecommercial news media are presumed to have

an adversarial relanonship to rhe institutionsof political powrr. Despite tIK- grumblings

of some journalim and a lawsuit filrd b)' the Centre for Constitutional Ri,l:hts to overturn

government prtss wntrols on consnruncnal grounds, rhe majorityof prinr and bmadcasl

journalists madet'\'ery effon to work within the system of restrictions. CIIS newscorrespon·

denr Richard Threlkeld, for example, appeared on television helping rnalincn [ones IU

lake surrendering Iraqi HOOpSinrocustody. News or~anizari ons refused to air the uncen­

sored fOOlagt' obtained during a visir (U Iraq on February 2by Ramsey Clark, a former U,S.

Attorney General . The Persian Gulf war was. in rvrl'}' sense. aco-production between the

Pentagon and news erganizations which aft onlya small parrof mediaconglomcrans

anchored in rransnarior ul marker relations.6 Thus it cameas litt lesurprise rhat, inearly

March, ArmyGeneral Thomas Kelly was able to tell journalists at the Pentagon: "I'd just

hke ro say that, bdi l'\'l' ir or nor, I've enjoyed rhis little interlude... at nu rime were you

rver impolite to me and at no rime did I ever becomeoffended." Such ewes of politeness,

which, iIS Pierre Bourdieu has suggested. alwayscontainconcessions to power, haveall of
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rhe force of mi lita ry "g uidelines" in regulat ing the prod uct ion of news discourse." It is (his

code that members of ACT-UP violated when rhey suddenly appeared one evening on the CBS

Evening N l' WS to an nounce: "Fig ht Al()S. Nor Arabs!"

O ur main concern then wit h t his order of relevisual high -speed , hi-tech war is nor infor­

marion bur "sim ulat ions" of war and po litics. We are nor , however. as Baudnllard and his

followers pro pose, at t he end of represeorerion. of pol it ics. or of history. Rat her. we have

seton t he extension of American po lit ical spect acle into t he global public sphere consti tu ted

by CNX. Political spectacle, as Michael Rogin has pointed our, is a form of power grou nded

in real social forces and relauons.? W hen \'Qh ire H ouse spokesperson Marlin Fit zwater

proclaimed on th e evening of J anuary 16 that the " liberanon of Kuwait " had begu n. the

administration was ap proprianng t he lang uage ofThird World Nationalist liber anon move­

ments on behalf of U.S, geopoli tical and econom ic int erests. "Spec tacle," Rog in writes , Mis

the cult ural form of amnesiac representation , for specular d isplays are superficial and sen­

sately int ensified , short lin -d and repea tab le."10 T his is an apt characrer iaarion of t he mose

memorable images of the Persian Gulf war; the greenish focrage of ann-aircraft tracer bul­

lets light i n~ up the sky ever Baghdad dur ing the U.S.-led allied air attack over Iraq , scenes

of Israelis donni ng gas masks during Scud missile attacks , black and whi te "smarr bomb"

videos des t roying Iraq i military targets (b ur not Iraq i civilians), and Iraq i television cl ips

of U.S, prisoners of war.

Such images had all the emotion and drama of a television miniseries, lt ur unlike "fact ­

based" television movie's (which are full of blood. dea th and desrrucnon) the ea rl)' days of

the telev ision techno-war was replet e with ma ps and technical infor mat ion on weapon s

syste ms to reassure us (If our tec hnological superio rity and to furt her distance us from

Iraq i culrure and history, In t he first three days of continuous, real-time coverage (which

ga rnered t he largest 'rv aud ience in U.S. histor y) t here was lit tle sense of devasta t ion, and

nu signs of dea th . Milirary censors hi p preven ted us from seeing images of people «' tu rn ing

in "body bags " (ren amed "human remains pouches") at Dover Air Force Base, the ma in

mil itary mort uar y, Bombi ng and kill ing , life and deat h, were complete ly separa ted fro m

one anot her, H ig h-tech weapons used with ou t rcsrrainr had g iven t he new American

empire a way of wag ing ncar-nuc lear war wit hout fear of death or mass des tr uct ion. In this

sense, the signs of death wet<' abolished: the deadl iest effects of a llied bombing of Iraq ­

occupied Kuwait and Iraq only began to ap pea r after a cease fire had been decla red on

February 28.

Even though President Rush has declared that the "spectr e of Vietnam has been bu ried

forever in the desert sands of rhe Arabi an Penin sula ," t his prime-time TV war - with irs

d ramar ic ima}o;es of bloodless, cosdess success - was in some respect s sim ilar to the orig i­

nal sanitized "living room war," except th at "smart bomb" videos have repl aced bomb-sig ht

films . The war in Vietnam . wh ich became one of rhe U.S"s longest ru nning movie ep ics,

was spec tacu lar in a literal sense: "Waged in the name ofcred ibi liry', it was inte nded to

projec t a supe rpower's image as t he m iJo:ht iesr on earth." II Yet , the sat ura t ion of "smart

bomb" videos rendered th e Persian G ulf war spec tacul ar in a marketing /ad vertising sense:

it served to bol ste r rhe image of a mi litary-ind ustrial complex whose produces had fallen

into dis repute and whose continued produ ctio n was pur into q uestion by the end of t he

Cold Wa r. T he pro-war sloga n "Be a Pat r ior , . . nor a Scud! " reveals that the real heroes of

th is war turned out to he- rhe new generanon of weapons origmally designed to be
deployed againsr t he Sov iers in Europe,

Bur no matter how closed the circuits of information In this "video game" war, or how

massi ve rhe indifferen ce of the "messes" to t he political and mo ral ISSUes of war, no matter

how ind istinguishable patriotism and fana ticism became, there were also signs that some

publics refused to be collapsed into the "public opinion" routinely offered up by newscast.

en and political pundits as quasi-sciennfic evidence ofa col lecrive will to war. Undoubtedly,

rhe p rima ry effect of suc h polls. as Pierre Bo urdieu has written. is to create "r he idea that

a unan imous public opinion exis ts in order to legitimate a policy, and strengthen t he

relat ions of force upon which it is based or which make it possihle,"l l We should not for­

get, however. th at "opinions are forces and relat ions of opi nions are confl icts of forces ."

Within the contradic tory space of posrmodem relevisual war, t he only real opposition is

"nor bet ween t he enemies who fight the .....ar bur berween t he war makers and t he war vic­

rims " (or t hose , like par-ticipa nts in t he ami- war m ovement , who speak t he di scourse of

victims of war).! ~

The me an ing s of po litical spect acle, like the meanings of all med iated events . cannot

be adduced from t he insrirunonu lized arrangemen ts for the prod uction and d isrrib unon

of sym bol ic forms, nor from t heir runsrrurtinn, bur only from t he socia l-historical analysis

of their ren'pllon and ap propriation, Publics are not merely consume rs of spectacles, with

all of the connotations of passivity and nmfilrmi ty to prevailing military or politica l ort ho­

doxy t his form ulation implies . T Il(' meaning(s) of the Persian Gul f war, however apparent ly

fixed by th e use of pub lic: re lations techniq ues by the mil itary, or evacua ted by the blur ­

ring of fictional and nonfict ion al genres, are rat her the produ ce of artic ulanons, of COl Ht'S­

ration and ongoing discursive elaboration among di fferently situated social subjecrs.t'' T hus ,

those involved in rhe peace movement , conscientious objectors, members of the Military

Family SuPPOrt Net work , anists, alternat ive medi a workers, orga nizers of reach-ins, as

,,,
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well as innumerableOlhtrs. all joined(OS«h« (0 form, however tenrarively, anopposi­

tional public sphere (0 challenge thedeafness of po we r. It is in rhe name of these publics,

therefore, that wt' must refuseany form of posrmodem cultural criticism that would

essennalize questions regarding the dfnts of either propaganda or postmodem spectacle,

that would pro\·t' incapable ofanAlyzing the relAtionship berween meanings and powrr,

and would shrink from addrm ing both tilt d)'n.1m ics of domination and the (('S im.net'

to mtdi.1 hegemon)',
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