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S h o r t ly after the NATO intervention in Ko s ovo in
1 9 9 9 ,M i chael Ignatieff published a book called
‘ Virtual Wa r ’1. In it he argued that Ko s ovo was a
n ew type of confli c t ,m a rked most particularly by
the ability of Western nations to wage what he
called ‘ war with impunity’.This impunity had two
d e fining ch a ra c t e r i s t i c s . Fi rs t ly, ‘the citizens of the
NATO countries… we re mobilized not as combat-
a n t s , but as spectators .The war was a spectacle…
The events in question we re as remote from their
essential concerns as a football game’ (p. 3 ) .
S e c o n d ly, the sheer wealth of the West means
t h a t , even with re l a t ive ly small defence budgets,
we can affo rd to fight wa rs and not suffer notice-
able changes to our standard of liv i n g . Both these
c o n d i t i o n s , Ignatieff arg u e d , we re new, and funda-
m e n t a l ly altered the nature of global power re l a-
t i o n s . ‘If Western nations can employ violence
with impunity, will they not be tempted to use it
m o re often? The answe rs… are not obv i o u s . Fo r
the future depends not on us but on our enemies.
Th ey, l i ke us, a re drawing their own conclusions
f rom the way we seek to avoid the mortal hazard
of war’ (p. 5 ) . Contained in Ignatieff’s wo rds is a
warning: as we continue to enjoy such ab s o l u t e
a s y m m e t ry of powe r, we find ours e l ves inex o rab ly
d rawn into other asymmetries: the only options
ava i l able to the ‘enemies’ of such nonchalant bel-
l i g e rence are terrorism and guerilla wa r fa re .

So it is that only three ye a rs after the book’s
p u b l i c a t i o n , its prophesies having come to pass,
we must yet again find new theorisations of the
global ord e r, even whilst that order is still mu t a t-
i n g . It has been suggested that we should put our
d e l i b e rations to one side until the sandstorm
abates and the vista becomes clear again; howev-
e r, is it not possible that this new state of flux i s
( for some time to come, at least) the new wo rl d
o rder? ‘ S t ability’ is supplanted by contingency,
impunity by uncertainty, war without end, A m e n .

If we return to Ignatieff and consider the way
in which he describes the nascent phenomenon of
‘virtual war’ at the end of the twentieth century,
we might find some ways of drawing out historical
t h reads that can reconnect us with the wo rl d
b e fo re September 11th 2001, when Ground Zero
initiated an American Year Zero eve ry bit as all-
consuming as that of the Khmer Rouge or the
Ja c o b i n s .We might trace some back ground to cur-
rent crises in conceptions of ‘ d e m o c ra cy’ and ‘ s o c i-
e t y ’ , in addition to offering some corre c t ives to
what may be an occasionally deterministic or pre-
m a t u re account on Ignatieff’s part.This is a com-
p l ex inve s t i g a t i o n ,h oweve r, since we ’ re dealing
with two sets of schismatic events; first the ‘ v i r t u-
alisation’ of wa r, as Ignatieff sees it, with all the
changes concomitant to that, and subsequently
the attacks on the Wo rld Trade Centre and the
Pe n t a g o n , and the commencement of the War on
Te r ro r. We there fo re have to add ress two mu t u a l ly
i n t e rdependent determinisms, both of which are
c l a i m i n g , to a greater or lesser ex t e n t , to have wit-
nessed the end of the wo rld as we prev i o u s ly knew
i t .

Vi rt u a l i t i e s
Most of Ignatieff’s book is composed of articles
and essays republished from other sources; only
the concluding chapter (also called ‘ Virtual Wa r ’ )
was written specific a l ly for the book. I t ’s this ch a p-
ter and its contentions that I want to consider in
detail here , and to fo l l ow up. B e fo re I begin that
c o n s i d e ra t i o n ,h oweve r, I want to examine some of
the different potential meanings of the term ‘ v i r-
tual’; Ignatieff uses it pointedly, in a specific con-
t ex t , but it has a variety of resonances that we
should not ove rl o o k .These day s , the wo rd is most
often used to refer to concepts and tech n o l og i e s
connected with cy b e rspace and ‘ Virtual Reality’ (a
t e ch n o l ogy which ,s i g n i fic a n t ly, is almost alway s
c o n s i d e red in terms of video games). U n d e rly i n g
all three of the meanings or connotations
described below is a sense of some sch i s m

b e t ween the ‘ real’ and the ‘ s i mu l a t e d ’2.Wa r, it is
ro u t i n e ly and blithely asserted in the media and
by philosophers , political theorists and stra t e g i s t s ,
is now little more than a computer game3;
Ignatieff comments, ‘ The bombing of Baghdad wa s
the first war as light show and the aerial bombard-
ment of Iraqi fo rces was the first battle turned
into a video-arcade game’ (p. 1 6 8 ) . Bear in mind
t wo things, as you read on. Fi rs t ly, the phra s e
‘ s h o ck and awe’ was briefly re g i s t e red as a tra d e-
m a rk by Sony, b e fo re they decided that this was in
‘bad taste’ (does this mean that the war in Ira q
will not be coming to a Playstation™ near yo u
soon? Of course it will, t h ey just decided to do it
with better taste). S e c o n d ly, the ubiquitous web
video prov i d e r, R e a l . c o m , made this the first pay -
p e r- v i ew wa r. It ‘ o f f e red’ users of American media
websites such as CNN.com and ABC.com the
‘opportunity’ to pay a subscription to view their
l ive video streams from Baghdad.

Most immediately, t h e n , ‘virtual’ re f e rs to the
way in which not only the eve ry d ay citize n ry, i n
the We s t ,a re now re m oved from the fig h t i n g
( m o b i l i s e d , in the overwhelming majority, as spec-
t a t o rs , rather than as conscripts or mu n i t i o n s
wo rke rs ) , but so also are the military leaders h i p
t h e m s e l ve s .A c c o rding to the rhetoric of ‘ p re c i s i o n
bombing’ and ‘smart wa r fa re ’ , war is fo u g h t
re m o t e ly, with computer- and satellite-guided
a r m a m e n t s .

The second level of virtuality concerns the
i n c reasing mediatisation / mediation of the wa r,
the manner in which it has been delive red to 'us'
s p e c t a t o rs—as in a recent history of war re p o r t i n g ,
f rom Vietnam to Qatar, B a s ra and Baghdad.
Fo l l owing the significant impact that images of
the fighting in Vietnam had on public opinion in
the US (and remember here the UK and US gov-
ernments’ contrived dismay at Al Ja ze e ra ’s bro a d-
casting of images of civilian casualties4) ,We s t e r n
g overnments knew that, as communications tech-
n o l ogies deve l o p e d , mu ch tighter control of the
media would be re q u i red during wa r t i m e .Th e
Falklands war took place only twenty ye a rs ago,
and yet at the time footage still took two weeks to
m a ke its way back to TV studios in London.
R e p o r t e rs in the Fa l k l a n d s ,‘ e m b e dded’ as they
we re with the military, we re genera l ly mu ch more
compliant than their colleagues had been in
Vi e t n a m , taking a clearly ‘patriotic’ line ra t h e r
than raising issues about the wo r t h , or conduct, o f
the conflict (hard ly surprising when even Mich a e l
Fo o t , then Labour leader, was falling over himself
to ex p ress his support for the wa r ) . For the mili-
t a ry, the Falklands was a media success, q u e s t i o n s
concerning the sinking of the Belgrano only
e m e rging some time after the wa r.

It was not until a decade later, h oweve r, t h a t
the so-called new tech n o l ogies started to ch a n g e
f u n d a m e n t a l ly the manner in which war was cov-
e red; nor was it necessarily in the way that is so
often described. War re p o r t e rs in Ku wait we re the
first to be able to take advantage of new satellite
t ra n s m i t t e rs portable enough to be used in the
fie l d , meaning that live pictures of a war could, i n
t h e o ry, be beamed around the wo rld; in add i t i o n ,
CNN was the first broadcaster to be able to offer
t we n t y - four hour cove rage of a wa r5. H oweve r, m i l-
i t a ry concerns about what live TV cove rage might
p o t e n t i a l ly mean for the execution of a war stra t e-
gy led to tight contro l s ,s u ch as the pooling of
sanctioned video fo o t a g e .Thus the news netwo rk s
had all the tech n o l ogy re q u i red to cover the wa r
as it happened, but we re able to say almost noth-
ing about it.What we we re offered instead was the
war as a py ro t e chnic display, at a safe distance,
even when, p a ra d ox i c a l ly, the images might be
coming from the nose of an airborne Cruise mis-
s i l e .

S u c c e s s ive tech n o l ogical developments in the
ten ye a rs since the Gulf have accentuated this
d i ch o t o my between filling the schedules of ro l l i n g

n ews channels and extended bulletins and actual-
ly finding something to re p o r t .S o ny made an ear-
lier appearance in the virtualising of war when it
t ra n s p i red that their wa l k m a n - s i zed DV editing
d e cks we re a great favourite with the Ko s ova n
L i b e ration A r my.The KLA became ex t re m e ly
adept at turning out propaganda and handing it,
b ro a d c a s t - re a dy, to journalists desperate for a
s t o ry. It seems that US and British fo rces have
t a ken this tactic into the mainstream with some
relish in recent weeks; and now, of cours e ,t h e
journalists are conve n i e n t ly placed within the
a r my, re a dy to re c e ive the story ‘as it happens’ (or
p e r h a p s , as it is ‘helped into happening’).

Fi n a l ly, t h e re is a sense in which the war in Ira q
is virtualised simply because the political systems
w h i ch justify (demand) it are themselves no more
than the simulation of politics. In a supposedly
‘ p o s t - i n d u s t r i a l ’ ,‘ p o s t - i d e o l ogical’ age, we are
denounced as naïve if we even lament this turn.
Thus Baudrillard fa m o u s ly described the Gulf Wa r
as ‘the absence of politics pursued by other
m e a n s ’ . Public political life no longer exists in the
n e o - l i b e ral eve n - n ewer wo rld ord e r, w h e re pra g m a-
tism rather than principle dictate policy. A simu-
lated politics gives rise to a rolling war with no
clear justification or endpoint (curre n t ly the
choice is between régime change and the destruc-
tion of weapons of mass destruction, and there ’s
no clear indication yet where the ro a d s h ow will
visit nex t ) .

Debunking the myth of isolationism (a further aside)

I s o l at i o n i s t exceptionalism—the sense of the United
S t ates being a city on a hill, s a fe from the fratricide of
E u rope—runs deep in the American electo rate (pp. 1 78 -
7 9 ) .

I t ’s become a cliché to describe the way in which
September 11th roused the US from its slumber,
fo rced it to slough off its isolationism, to re - e n g a g e
with global politics, and so on.The truth of these
statements is usually seen as self-ev i d e n t ,b u t
should proof be re q u i re d ,A m e r i c a ’s former unwill-
ingness to commit even to humanitarian and
p e a c e keeping missions around the wo rld (or at
least to commit its infa n t ry) is cited.

The idea that America pursued any t h i n g
a p p ro a ching an isolationist policy in the decade
after the end of the Cold War is blatantly untrue.
The 1980s saw a series of both covert and open
i n t e rventions in Latin A m e r i c a , and continued US
support for friendly despots elsew h e re . Fo l l ow i n g
the implosion of the communist bloc, the US A r my
did not abandon its many bases around the wo rl d ,
nor did the CIA cease to seek to influence the
geopolitical order on the basis of US self-intere s t .
That the US assists the continuing illegal Isra e l i
occupation of Palestine is but one example of this,
although Israel is one of ve ry few steady themes
in what is otherwise a capricious and opportunis-
tic fo reign policy.

The point of all this is simply to re i t e rate that
‘ v i r t u a l i t y ’ , in all the ab ove senses, has not deliv-
e red us into a ‘post-territorial’ age. And whilst
t h e re seems to be an overwhelming urge in the
media and in political circles to describe the way
in which eve rything changed after September
1 1 t h ,s u ch that the rupture threw up ‘ n ew re a l i-
t i e s ’ , this is also misleading; what we fin d , in fa c t ,
after September 11th are persistent themes made
m o re clear. One is that the physical presence of
US fo rces in bases around the wo rld is not only
m o re important now than it was befo re (indeed
the US can only conduct its wa rs with such
impunity by both maintaining and stre n g t h e n i n g
these commitments), but that this global pre s e n c e
n ever re a l ly went away just because of the onwa rd
m a rch of virtuality. F u r t h e r m o re , even though
o p e n ly illegal unilateral wa rs may have been
f rowned upon by the Clinton administra t i o n ,t h e
idea that befo re September 11th the US was a
sleeping giant, a benevolent superp ower re l u c t a n t
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to interfere in the affa i rs of others , is quite clearly
and demonstrab ly a my t h .

P recision bombing, v i rtual armies, p ro p a ga n d a , lies and
the new nation stat e
Ignatieff claims that ‘ p recision we a p o n s ’ ,a r m a-
ments that could be re m o t e ly guided and con-
t ro l l e d , we re first developed in Vi e t n a m , a wa r
d e fin i t e ly not fought with impunity. He describes
the way in which new conventional we a p o n ry
became a necessity due to the nuclear stalemate
of ‘ M u t u a l ly A s s u red Destruction’ (MAD):

The beauty of such we a p o n ry was t h at ,u n l i ke t h e
nuclear arsenal, t h ey could be used. B u t only in a ce rt a i n
way. To make the use of these politically and mora l l y
a cce p t a b l e ,i t was essential to increase the precision of
their t a rgeting;… and to re d u ce , if not e l i m i n at e , the risk
to those who fired them… (p. 1 6 4 ) .

He goes on to state that Western advances in com-
puter tech n o l og i e s , often ex p l i c i t ly led or commis-
sioned by the military, fin a l ly sealed the fate of
the Soviet Union. As Moscow clung to an industri-
al economy of scale, the US responded by commit-
ting itself to the new tech n o l og i e s . Ignatieff cites
Mikhail Gorbach ev, who described evidence of
Star Wa rs (Reagan’s short-lived space-based
Missile Defence System, re c e n t ly rev ived by Bush
J n r.) as the one development which fo rced the
S oviet Union’s capitulation6.

Ignatieff goes on to describe some other attrib-
utes of precision wa r fa re , noting that ‘the aim of
post-modern wa r fa re’ is not ‘attrition and destruc-
t i o n ’ , but ‘to strike at the nerve centers — c o m-
mand posts, computer netwo rk s — w h i ch direct the
wa r- m a chine… Command and control can be
a t t a cked both by direct missile bombardment and
also by information wa r fa re: electronic jamming,
release of computer viruses, d i s i n formation and
p ropaganda' (p. 1 6 9 ) .This is virtual wa r fa re in
n e a rly all senses of the wo rd .

‘ C y b e r war’ is just an extension of the old-style
p ropaganda wa r fa re that Psych o l ogical Opera t i o n s
(PsyOps) teams have been churning out fo r
d e c a d e s .I t ’s notab l e ,h oweve r, n ow that journalists
a re on the battlefield and able to send their sto-
ries back instantaneously, h ow the pro p a g a n d a
war is mu ch more consciously waged on the Home
Fro n t .S u re ly this is a central part of the ‘ p o s t -
modern war’? David Leigh, writing re c e n t ly in the
G u a r d i a n, highlighted three types of ‘ d i s i n fo r m a-
t i o n ’ .7 He summarises these as fo l l ow s .‘ L evel 1:
U n c o n firmed false reports presented as fact to
m a ke exciting news stories… Level 2: Disputed
events presented as fact for propaganda purp o s-
es… Level 3: Military disinfo r m a t i o n .’ Th e re are
m a ny ways in which news agencies and embedd e d
journalists conspire , whether consciously or not, t o
assist in the propagation of these various levels of
ly i n g . Into what category, for ex a m p l e , would we
place the infamous ITN pictures of Bosnian pris-
o n e rs at Trnoplje? In that case, ITN camera crew s ,
journalists and editors conspired to give the fa l s e
i m p ression that prisoners at Trnoplje we re ke p t
behind barbed wire in a ‘ c o n c e n t ration camp’ (the
barbed wire behind which prisoners we re seen
a c t u a l ly comprised the animal pen into which ITN
had placed their camera )8. M u ch more re c e n t ly,
the toppling of the statue of Saddam in Fa rd u s
S q u a re (conve n i e n t ly just outside the Pa l e s t i n e
Hotel where the international press we re stay i n g )
has been shown to have been a stunt organised by
the US military and its ‘ o f ficial’ Iraqi opposition,
flown in by the Pentagon a few days prev i o u s ly. N o
m o re than around 75 non-US personnel we re pre-
sent at the eve n t , and the square itself was sealed
off by US Marines while the stunt went ahead9.
An equally important level of disinfo r m a t i o n ,
w h i ch re q u i res a great deal of complicity betwe e n
re p o r t e rs and the military, is that of simple omis-
s i o n . In recent arguments about the ethics of
e m b e dd i n g , journalists have striven to assert that
their integr i t y, their ability to smell a ra t , to main-
tain their cy n i c i s m , remains intact. What the mili-
t a ry realised early on, h oweve r, was that, so long as
the a g e n d a was set by them, it didn’t re a l ly matter
h ow it was re p o r t e d . Could this be why ‘ n o n -
e m b e dded’ journalists in Baghdad we re lab e l l e d
as the mouthpieces of the Iraqi régime by Dav i d
B l u n kett? (The vague accusations made by
B l u n kett we re almost certainly directed most cate-

g o r i c a l ly at the I n d ep e n d e n t ’s Robert Fi s k . )
The arguments surrounding precision bombing

t h e m s e l ves come into the frame of the pro p a g a n-
da wa r :

While precision guidance we a p o n ry is supposed to
reverse the t we nt i e t h -ce nt u ry t rend towa rds eve r
g re ater civilian casualties, wa rfa re dire cted at a society’s
n e rvous sys t e m , rather than aga i n s t its fielded fo rce s,
n e cessarily blurs the distinction between civilian and
m i l i t a ry object i ve s .The most i m p o rt a nt t a rgets have a
dual use. Te l evision stations t ra n s m i tm i l i t a ry signals as
well as info r m at i o n . Power stations run military
computers as well as water pumping stations and
h o s p i t a l s .T h e re is no guara ntee t h at war dire cted at t h e
n e rvous system of a society will be any less sava ge t h a n
war dire cted only at its t roops (p. 1 70 ) .

After the negative publicity generated by the
bombing of the TV station in Belgra d e1 0 d u r i n g
the Ko s ovo campaign, the British government in
particular was anxious to be seen to prosecute this
war in as ‘sterile’ a manner as possible: this wa s
the war in which the lights would be left on,
d e m o n s t rating that in the four ye a rs since Ko s ovo
p recision wa r fa re had once again adva n c e d
i m m e a s u rab ly. At the time of writing, the powe r
and water are still off in Baghdad after seve ra l
d ays (this no doubt due to the dastard ly mach i n a-
tions of the otherwise invisible Ba’ath régime).
This often repeated intention of the gove r n m e n t ,
to strike at the régime and somehow leave the
I raqi people unmolested, alerts us to another ‘ n ew
reality’ that Ignatieff does not add re s s . Whilst the
g overnment and media (and larg e ,p a r t i c u l a rly
hypocritical parts of the anti-war move m e n t )
assert that ‘ we’ are fighting this wa r, c o l l e c t ive ly,
as a nation, ‘ we’ are not fighting ‘them’ (the Ira q i
p e o p l e ,c o l l e c t ive ly, as a nation). So what entity,
ex a c t ly, a re we at war with? What is nationhood if
it is not nation states who fight wa rs? Is it too now
v i r t u a l i s e d , in some way? The people of Ira q , we
a re told, a re glad that the United Kingdom and
United States—us—have liberated them, b e c a u s e
‘ we’ have taken on their régime.Then again, t h e
people of the United Kingdom clearly did not
a p p rove of this conflict befo re it started.This is,
we learn, a new, ox y m o ronic phenomenon: an
imperial war of national liberat i o n.This should
alert us to some pro found difficulties in our
u n d e rstanding of what ex a c t ly the nation state is
in this virtualised, post-September 11th wo rl d .I t
seems infin i t e ly mu t able; on the one hand, t h e
‘ d e m o c ratic’ nations who wage this war pre s u m e
that the ex e c u t ive is entire ly inseparable from the
people who confer its legitimacy; on the other, t h e
despotic ‘ rogue states’ against whom this war is
waged have an ex c l u s ive ly parasitic relationship to
their subjects. U n fo r t u n a t e ly there are plenty of
good despots whose relationship with their people
is as yet undetermined. In all cases the same dic-
tum seems to apply: the Leader is the Pe o p l e .

H aving won the Cold War by virtue of its high-
t e ch , post-industrial economy, the West is now
caught in a peculiar para d ox of the 'virtual wa r ' .
E ven though they allow serv i c e m e n ’s and wo m e n ’s
l ives to be saved and wa rs to be fought ‘ w i t h
i m p u n i t y ’ , the military resists the wholesale adop-
tion of the new tech n o l ogies and the new wa r fa re ,
s i m p ly because it, l i ke the old Soviet Union,
depends on economies of sheer scale. A larg e
a r my is ‘ reassuring’ pre c i s e ly because it mobilises,
by implication, the threat of attack . As long as this
cycle continu e s , the army can be confident that its
f u t u re is guara n t e e d . A scaled-dow n ,t e ch n o l og i c a l
a r my, even if it possesses all the fire p ower and
might of its pre d e c e s s o r, a p p e a r s to be an ack n ow l-
edgement that the ‘ t h reat’ has diminished, a n d
thus one of two things must happen: either people
start to feel less secure ,o r, c o nve rs e ly, t h ey under-
stand that their security is no longer dependent
on a large national army, and the armed fo rc e s ’
insulation from the vagaries of the info r m a t i o n
e c o n o my disappears . Ignatieff takes up this
theme: ‘If you have Cruise missiles, w hy do yo u
need all those airplanes? If you have pre c i s i o n
guided weapons launched from submarines, w hy
do you need all those airc raft carriers and destroy-
e rs?’ (p. 1 7 2 )1 1.

Ko s ovo, t h e n , was not re a l ly the ‘virtual wa r ’
that it might have been, because the military did

not want to adopt all the new tech n o l ogies that
the administration wanted to deploy. And in many
way s , the war in Iraq has been both ‘ m o re new ’
(politicians now realise that they must at least
m a ke the appearance of wanting to kill fewe r
c iv i l i a n s ,h owever credible that may be) and ‘ l e s s
n ew’ (ground fo rces with heavy artillery we re
d e p l oye d , and tanks laid roads behind them in
o rder to establish supply lines). Ignatieff high-
lights a previous conflict between generals in the
a r my and defence chiefs in the Pe n t a g o n :

… the ce nt ral claim of the new technological gospel wa s
t h at co m p u t e r s, b attlefield sensors and spy sat e l l i t e s
could dispel the ‘fo g ’of war—the chaotic unce rt a i nty in
which battles unfo l d ; and eliminate the ‘f r i ct i o n’ —
a d verse t e r ra i n ,c l i m at e ,e q u i p m e nt fa i l u re ,t roop mora l e
and other incalculable fa ctors—standing in the way of
m i l i t a ry victo ry. G e n e rals like Norman Schwa rz kopf we re
s ke p t i c a l :t h ey had bitter co m b at ex p e r i e n ce of both fo g
and friction in Vi e t n a m .T h ey also knew t h at t h e
‘systems analys t s ’of the Pe nt a gon had promised t h e n
t h at n ew technologies married to new t a ctics… wo u l d
dispel the fog and grease the friction of wa rfa re. A n d
t h ey hadn’ t.

Vietnam ve t e rans like Schwa rz kopf we re also ange re d
by the arg u m e nt… t h at putting t roops on the gro u n d
was no longer nece s s a ry… Sooner or lat e r, t h ey arg u e d ,
the army would need to put its soldiers on the gro u n d
to fight their way in and t a ke and hold ground (p. 1 7 3 ) .

The ve ry recent and open disagreements betwe e n
G e n e ral To m my Franks and Donald Rumsfeld
about the size of fo rce that would be needed in
I raq are only the most recent example of a confli c t
that has been continuing for at least the last fif-
teen ye a rs .

Ko s ovo, Ignatieff maintains, o c c u r red ‘in mid
revo l u t i o n ’ . ‘America… has not yet re o rg a n i zed its
t roops around the strategic doctrine which the rev-
olution in military affa i rs makes possible: air- l i f t e d
m a n e u ve r-based wa r fa re by lightly armed squads,
wo rking in and around enemy lines, to call in high
p recision fires from naval and space based
a s s e t s1 2.To some ex t e n t , America and its NATO
allies fought a virtual war because they we re nei-
ther re a dy nor willing to fight a real one’ (pp. 1 7 5 -
6 ) .This throws up some confusion. A f t e r
September 11th, should we conclude that the ‘ rev-
olution’ has been completed, since the tactical
pattern Ignatieff describes sounds ve ry mu ch like
that deployed in Iraq (at least those parts we
k n ow about); or is there a certain amount of ‘ fog ’
s u r rounding this too? Was this war more ‘ re a l ’ ,i n
that it (eve n t u a l ly) was waged in the most part by
l a rge infa n t ry and Marine battalions, or more ‘ v i r-
t u a l ’ , in that it deployed tactical airs t r i kes and
‘ p recision bombing’?

Vi rtual democra c y, v i rtual humanitarianism,
‘ v i rtual co n s e nt’ and other
h o l l ow noises
Writing only three ye a rs ago,
Ignatieff was able to claim
that ‘ [ l ] e a d e rs… add ress their
e l e c t o rates and afterwa rd s
p o l l s t e rs consult samples of
c i t i zens to see just how fa r
t h ey support what the leader
has in mind… When leaders
call for more risk than an
e l e c t o rate will support, t h e
polls pull them back into
line’ (p. 1 7 7 ) . Not this time.The government of the
United Kingdom ve ry nearly unseated itself, s u ch
was its determination to go to war in the face of
public disapproval of such an action (including the
l a rgest demonstration ever held in the United
K i n g d o m ) .

In a section entitled ‘ Virtual consent’ Ignatieff
writes that ‘[t]he power to give or withhold con-
sent to war is an essential element of the fre e d o m
of citizens’ (p. 1 7 6 ) , but goes on to note that in the
ye a rs since the Ko rean Wa r, no formal declara t i o n
of war has been made by either Congress of the
Houses of Pa rl i a m e n t .

This bypassing of the constitution is assisted by
linguistic subterf u ge. S i n ce constitutions state t h at wa r
re q u i res a declaration to be legitimat e , the wo rd ‘ wa r ’
n ever passes a leader’s lips… The wo rd ‘ h u m a n i t a r i a n’
f i g u res pro m i n e ntly (p. 1 7 7 ) .

According to
US Marines,
the US flag that
was put on the
face of Saddam
on 9/4/03 was
the flag that
was flying over
the Pentagon
on September
11.
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In the recent simulation of political dissent that
i m m e d i a t e ly preceded this wa r, both on the stre e t s
and in the House of Commons, what actually hap-
pened? To ny Blair was able to override the wishes
of the British people on this issue, not in spite of,
but b e c a u s e we live in a ‘ d e m o c ra cy ’ .The question
we should be asking is not ‘ h ow could this happen
in a democra cy’ but ‘what does democra cy mean’.
M e m b e rs of Pa rliament we re able to enter the
House and vote on a government motion, and on
various amendments, not on the basis of what
their constituents might have wanted (those
whom they are elected to re p re s e n t ) , but solely on
the basis of their consciences (and career ambi-
t i o n s ) .Thus ‘ c o n s e n t ’ ,s u ch as it wa s , was given to
an illegal confli c t , and this was not anti-democra t-
ic but part of our democratic system.Th e re is sure ly
yet another iro ny in the fact that our own democ-
ratic system allowed the clearly - h e ralded wishes
of its citizens to be ove r-run in the name of prov i d-
ing ‘ d e m o c ra cy’ to someone else. ‘Our vision fo r
the future of Iraq is of a country free of re p re s s i o n
able to live peacefully alongside its neighbours
and develop in a way its own people ch o o s e . I
b e l i eve it is a progre s s ive vision.’ So wrote To ny
Blair in a letter emailed to all Labour Party mem-
b e rs after the vote in the Commons.

B u t if war in the future is sold to voters with t h e
p romise of impunity t h ey may be tempted to t h row
caution to the winds. If military action is co s t- f re e ,w h at
d e m o c ratic re s t ra i nts will remain on the re s o rt to
fo rce?… Democracies may well remain peace loving only
so long as the risks of war remain real to their citize n s .I f
war becomes virtual… democratic electo rates may be
m o re willing to fight especially if the cause is justified in
the language of human rights and even democra c y
itself (pp. 1 7 9-8 0 ) .

What has become apparent from the rhetoric that
p receded and has accompanied the wa r, is that we
a re entering a new era where ‘ d e m o c ra cy’ needs
constant protection from a va g u e ly mobilised ter-
rorist thre a t .That this is a circular arg u m e n t
should hard ly need re i t e rating by now. Nor should
it need to be said that ‘humanitarian wa r fa re’ has
d e l ive red us—and this time quite without iro ny —
to a state where peace is litera l ly wa r. I t ’s just so
e a s y that way.

Ignatieff describes how the A n t i - War campaign
in the States helped to bring the Vietnam War to
an end. One lesson of the virtual war is that, o n c e
it has started, it cannot be stopped by ‘public dis-
a p p rova l ’ .This wa r, w h i ch needed no public
a p p roval to begin, could theore t i c a l ly have been
p revented by a sustained anti-war campaign, h a d
that ve ry clear mandate been re flected in the
House of Commons. If parliament had vo t e d
against British invo l vement in the wa r, it is doubt-
ful that American troops could have fought the
war alone, f rom both the north and south of Ira q .
H oweve r, once hostilities began, it was clear that
the pretense of seeking approval was ove r.

I n co n c l u s i o n
Some of Ignatieff’s own conclusions can be held
up and re - examined in the light of subsequent
d eve l o p m e n t s .Whilst they remain useful, t h e re
a re a few points that are striking now for their
p re m a t u re obsolescence. ‘ Virtual wa r,’ he writes,
‘ p roceeds to virtual victory’ (p. 2 0 8 ) . This is clear
e n o u g h . When we consider the conflict in
A f g h a n i s t a n , can we say for sure when it ended, o r
even whether it has ended? The Gulf War neve r
re a l ly ended, since US and UK planes carried on
bombing Iraq in the subsequent twe l ve ye a rs .A n d
what was the effective outcome of Ko s ovo? ‘ Wa rs
fought in the name of the human rights of other
nations’ national minorities are bound to be self-
l i m i t i n g . We fight for victory and for unconditional
s u r render only when we are fighting for ours e l ve s ’
( p p. 2 0 8 - 9 ) .

But this time ro u n d ,a c c o rding to one of the
excuses at least, we we re fighting for ours e l ve s ,t o
p rotect against the threat of Sadd a m ’s weapons of
mass destruction. Or we re we fighting for the
human rights of the Iraqi people? Or to topple a
régime that was no longer useful? At least this
mu ch is certain, t h e re appears to be no way this
war can ever re a l ly end, since there is no-one to
s u r render to the occupying army (‘Georg e
G a l l oway ’ , suggested one wag in the House of

C o m m o n s ) . And the power vacuum which immedi-
a t e ly fo l l owed ‘ l i b e ration’ has not gone away,
despite the assertion that US and UK fo rces are
n ow policing the streets of Iraqi cities.

For Ignatieff, of cours e , the concept of régime
change as an overt policy was still a distant and
u n l i ke ly possibility (even though, as I have point-
ed out, the US has been changing régimes cove r t ly
for many decades).

A rogue state is judged to be better than no state at a l l .
A Serbia and an Iraq t h at remain int a ct , under despotic
l e a d e r s h i p, a re both pre fe r red to societies dissolving into
civil wa r. And since—a further co nt ra d i ct i o n — We s t e r n
n ations believe in self-d e t e r m i n at i o n ,t h ey are unw i l l i n g
to occ u py these defe ated states and rebuild them fro m
the bottom up in a properly imperial fashion (p. 2 0 9 ) .

Yet this is pre c i s e ly what we find ours e l ves con-
f ronted by now: virtual victory, for sure , in that it
remains as inconclusive as any of the campaigns
that Ignatieff lists; but for different re a s o n s .‘ We ’
h ave toppled the régime, and ‘ we’ will set ab o u t
installing a new one, but in the interim ‘ we’ do not
want to take responsibility for the anarchy that
e n s u e s . And the transition will be long, and com-
p l ex , and uncertain, and ‘ we’ may not even get the
régime we wanted in the end…

Ignatieff's arguments are tainted by a kind of
d e t e r m i n i s m , an ‘endism’ (linked to the arg u m e n t s
p ropagated originally by Francis Fukuyama that we
had re a ched the ‘end’ of history with the collapse of
the Soviet bloc), that we should always be careful to
avo i d .This applies as mu ch to prescriptions con-
cerning the ‘post-9/11 wo rld’ as to Ignatieff’s pre -
September 11th arguments about virtual wa r.

We can close by reconsidering one of the
themes with which began this essay, that of terro r-
i s m . Conor Gearty, an expert on the way in which
Western nations use the threat of terrorism to cur-
tail civil liberties, w rote in 1997 on some para d ox-
es that this threw up1 3. After signing the Oslo
Peace A c c o rds with the PLO in 1994, the Isra e l i
g overnment was in a precarious position: it could
not simply walk away from the White House say-
ing that the terrorist threat was no more , since the
fear of it had been so care f u l ly fo s t e red for the
p receding 45 ye a rs . Nor could it admit as mu ch .
Th u s , by agreeing peace, the ‘ m o d e rate’ Isra e l i s
e f f e c t ive ly ensured their own dow n fa l l .The terro r-
ist threat had to be re - a r t i c u l a t e d , but the ‘ p e o p l e ’
refused to credit this re - a r t i c u l a t i o n1 4.

So the current terrorist threat must be ke p t
a l ive , not diluted, if the same fate is not to befa l l
the neo-conserva t ive administration in
Wa s h i n g t o n . ‘If Western nations can employ vio-
lence with impunity, will they not be tempted to
use it more often? The answe rs… are not obv i o u s .
For the future depends not on us but on our ene-
m i e s .Th ey, l i ke us, a re drawing their own conclu-
sions from the way we seek to avoid the mortal
h a z a rd of war’ (p. 5 ) .This is one of Ignatieff’s pre-
scient insights that remains unchanged by subse-
quent eve n t s , indeed it is substantially prove n .

Speaking re c e n t ly in Pa r i s , Jean Baudrillard ,
who got into so mu ch trouble for stating that the
Gulf War 'would not take place', ' was not happen-
ing' and then 'did not take place', described a va r i-
ation of this interre l a t i o n s h i p1 5. Re-animating the
' M a s t e r : S l ave' dialectic of Hegel, B a u d r i l l a rd sug-
gested that terrorism was now victorious.Th e
M a s t e r, he said, was always that which 'gave life'
to the Slave , 'he who has no right to his ow n
d e a t h ' .The suicide bomber, h oweve r, re c l a i m s
their own death, and thus unseats or deposes the
' M a s t e r ' .A m e r i c a ,h oweve r, still engaged in the
wo rk of mourning September 11th, is unable to
c o n t rol or 'own' its 'death(s)' and so becomes the
s l ave . As US fo rces wander around the globe in
s e a rch of re t r i b u t i o n ,t h ey mere ly act a part which
has alre a dy been written for them. But this
revenge can never be exacted; if it we re , if terro r-
ism we re 'defeated', ' we' should have to stop fig h t-
ing it. Western governments gave life to the log i c
of the terrorist thre a t , but it surpasses their con-
t ro l , and cannot be re a d i ly ex t i n g u i s h e d ,a s
Yitzhak Rabin discove re d .

Perhaps this argument seems to ove rd ra m a t i s e
the effect that any informal or guerilla re s i s t a n c e
can have against the only global superp owe r :
t h e re is re a l ly no 'dialectic' to speak of, we could

a rg u e ,s u ch is the asymmetry. F u r t h e r m o re ,t h e
t h reat presented by Saddam Hussein, a l - Q a e d a ,
and whoever else may come into the fra m e ,i s
m a s s ive ly ove rs t a t e d , for economic and political
e n d s .B a u d r i l l a rd does not mention (as Gearty
implies) that if terrorism didn't ex i s t ,g ove r n m e n t s
would have to invent it, so convenient is the
' t h reat' in justifying the withdrawal or curtailing
of civil liberties. Wh i ch ever way we choose to
a p p ro a ch this pro b l e m a t i c , it seems 'we' have got
o u rs e l ves into a quite intra c t able predicament by
attempting to virtualise a wo rld that, eve ry so
o f t e n , insists on asserting its own re a l i t y.
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