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Robots at war 
 

“Technology is our fate, our truth. It is what we mean when we call 
ourselves the only superpower on the planet. The materials and methods 
we devise make it possible for us to claim our future. We don't have to 

depend on God or the prophets or other astonishments. We are the 
astonishment. The miracle is what we ourselves produce, the systems and 

networks that change the way we live and think.” 
- Don DeLillo 

 
“We built the game to provide entertainment and information without 
resorting to graphic violence and gore. When a Soldier is killed, that 
Soldier simply falls to the ground and is no longer part of the ongoing 

mission.”  - America’s Army 
 
 

 
 
 
 Today, we live and breathe the conveniences of technology, and this is how we 
secure our power in the world.  Machines are our closest friends, without them, we would 
have to relearn all kinds of archaic processes of subsistence.  We build a world around us 
that can work without us, so that we can spend our time doing whatever we please.  Yet, 
in this way, work and play conflate into one activity, and this holds some implications for 
our future and the future of social systems.   
 I argue that technology is being used to militarize our society both subconsciously 
and in reality practices.  By creating an environment that challenges our attention to 
reality, placing us in a virtual world where we can let our desires take control and 
appealing to the human weakness for total control and outer-body agency, technology 
redraws the lines of our perception of what is here and what is other, what is real and 
fictional, what is safe and what is dangerous, and what is desirable and what is not. 



 In speaking about technology and the integration of technology into our every day 
life and mind, we must acknowledge that technology is almost unfailingly developed in 
connection to war and military applications.  Though technologies may not be used for 
these purposes in their now-common use, their original form was intended for purposes 
other than this.  Because of this, technologies both dictate towards these military uses, 
and are transformed into new applications, using the form for a separate function.  This 
brings to mind the question of whether the technology directs the social developments 
around its use or whether society reinvents the technology to serve traditional purposes.  
There are many different faces of the technological implications on society, and to some 
extent, the implications of society simply reflect back on the technology.  In this paper I 
plan to discuss the militarizing nature of technology on society, that the “progress” that 
we are promised in utilizing continually more advanced tools results in a techno-
servitude.   
 The self-determination evoked in the concept of technological convenience is 
prescribed by high military powers, engaging and training society in activities that they 
would not normally partake in.  As citizens in a technological society, the tools that have 
been disseminated are untested and not understood.  Therefore society confronts control 
from above via the military, but due to the democratic nature of the media, these 
technologies also result in control from below. 
 Despite the general conception that technology is a politically neutral entity, I 
contend that there are strong ties between ideology and technological applications, and 
these can be seen with technology’s use in military functions.  The current use of military 
power can be observed as proof that technology creates distance between the subject and 
object, further reducing the exterior world to the status of “other.”  Combined with the 
super-human capabilities of robots and machines, the un-human power that now 
influences how human-to-human relationships like war are conducted adds to this 
distance.  These ramifications combine to form a new conception of reality, a virtual 
reality where we experience violence, hate, and aggression from a distance through 
mediated corridors. 
 There are a few aspects to the militarization of society that I will discuss.  The 
first is the use of video games and the creation of virtual situations that are very different 
from that of real life.  The video game, normally conceived as entertainment was born 
from the military.  Early games such as Flight Simulator were modifications from Air 
Force flight training programs, and had the aesthetic of a cockpit at war.  Originally made 
for the computer, these games evolved, invoking many forms, the most popular of which 
now are violent shooting games.  Games such as America’s Army1 are specifically 
designed to initiate the player into the military community, training the player, virtually, 
to be in the army, to enlist and go through basic training.2 
 Not only do video games such as these train people with the skills to carry out real 
life violence and combat, but they create a fictional space for these performances.  Games 
that are not based in military missions, but other artillery combat bleed into those that 
overtly train for war purposes.  Yet both versions inhabit the same space and the same 
entertainment niche. If authenticity is what these virtual environs attempt to provide, 
these games take us functionally as far as possible. 
                                                
1 http://www.goarmy.com/aarmy/ 
2 Childs, Nick.  “US Army videogame draws flak.”  BBC News.  10 Nov 02. 



 
Q: Is this a recruiting tool? 
A: The game is designed to provide young 
adults and their inf luencers with virtual 
insights into entry level Soldier training, 
training in units and Army operations so 
as to provide insights into what the Army 
is l ike. As in the past, the Army's 
success in attracting high-potential young 
adults is essential to bui lding the world's 
premier land force. With the passage of 
time, el imination of the draft and 
reductions in the size of the Army have 
resulted in a marked decrease in the 
number of Americans who have served in 
the Army and from whom young adults 
can gain vicarious insights into the 
challenges and rewards of Soldiering and 
national service. Therefore, the game is 
designed to substitute virtual experiences 
for vicarious insights. It does this in an 
engaging format that takes advantage of 
young adults' broad use of the Internet 
for research and communication and their 
interest in games for entertainment and 
exploration.3 
 
 These games have more real-life applications than we would like to think.  For 
instance, the US government has found a use for them in combat areas.  For years the 
military has used machines and robots to remove bombs, scope out dangerous territory, 
                                                
3 America’s Army FAQ 



etc., but today’s application bleeds virtual reality into the real act of war – the 
technological uses of war and play are much more blatant.  Taking the technological 
applications one step further, the military plans to release robotic soldiers into Iraq in 
replacement of real life combatants.  The “robot fighter” named Swords (Special 
Weapons Observation Reconnaissance Detection Systems), can be fitted with standard 
issue rifles, travel over difficult terrain, see in the dark, and most importantly, is 
controlled remotely by a real soldier with a computer screen and joystick.  Soon to 
replace these controls will be a Gameboy-style controller with virtual reality goggles.4 
 
Q: At one stage of the game, players are 
instructed on the fundamentals of basic 
rif le marksmanship. Does this teach young 
adults how to shoot a weapon? 
A: …there is no way that manipulating a 
keyboard and mouse, as players do in the 
Army's game, can provide vital cues on 
key elements of marksmanship…5 
 
 The robo-soldier eliminates human casualty from the US side, and also allows for 
far more accurate targeting from up to a half mile away.6  Not only is carnal risk spared 
from the act of killing, but the interaction takes on the appearance of entertainment, a 
form of entertainment that is already well engrained and disseminated throughout society 
through the videogame market.  After two years of training with the US Army official 
videogame, potential soldiers for Iraq have been perfectly prepared for “real life” combat 
without even setting foot in a recruitment office.  They will act as the most literal version 
of avatar to date, floating between the real and the virtual, seamlessly. 
 A second aspect of this military influence on society is that anyone who desires to 
learn or utilize these military technologies has the opportunity.  People play America’s 
Army all over the world, as it is a free, internet-based game.  Potential fighters on any 
side can train with video war games, or any other technology that exists in the public 
sphere.  In the case of the September 11th hijackers, virtual reality training for flying was 
a main ingredient to their terrorist (religious fighter) education.7  The war is no longer 
based in technological advancement, but the availability of information, and the access to 
technology. 

                                                
4 “US plans ‘robot troops’ for Iraq.  BBC News.  23 Jan 05. 
5 America’s Army FAQ 
6 BBC News.  23 Jan 05. 
7 Virtual reality flight simulation was pursued alongside flight school, as learned in the trial of 
Zacarius Moussaoui, in custody over the 9/11 attacks. 



 Currently in Iraq, 40-60% of insurgent attacks begin with an improvised explosive 
device (IED),8 explosives that use low to high technology to detonate from a distance.  
Instead of $200,000 robots, insurgents use cell phones, pagers, and other ubiquitous 
technological devices to wage war at a distance.  The very devices that made the first 
world countries powerful can be equally utilized in a third world setting to create 
carnage. The robo-soldier directly addresses the issue of the IED, and thus the further 
development of such robots perpetuates the cycle of techno-democratic violence. 
 
 

So what does al l  this techno-war-
entertainment integration mean? 

 

 
 
 To test the implications of the democratization of violence-at-a-distance, I entered 
the virtual world of America’s Army.  There is a whole culture built around America’s 
Army, as it is one of the 5 most popular PC action games played online9 with more than 
3.3 million players around the world.10  Browsing chat rooms and forums and playing the 
game itself, I have come to really understand what it is like to be in the army (today’s hi-
tech version of the army anyway). 
 Surprisingly and appropriately enough, one of the great trends in playing 
America’s Army is film making.  You can make movies of yourself playing the game, and 
show your friends just how good a killer you are.  They even have suggestions for what 
type of films you can make.  For instance, you could make an “Action/Drama,” a serious 

                                                
8 http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/intro/ied-iraq.htm 
9 www.americasarmy.com 
10 Peck, Michael.  “'America's Army' Fan Base Expanding.” www.NationalDefenceMagazine.org. 
October 2004. 



action based sequence.  You could also try an “Action/Funny,” mainly based in 
humorous elements.  The most interesting suggestion for me would be the “Music 
Video,” with “random footage, live or scripted, set to music.”  Apparently, the forum post 
says, “a lot of clan propaganda movies use this style with a combination of FRAGS…” 
(FRAGS showcase your skills).11 
 For a moment I am reminded of an instance in Fahrenheit 9/11, where the 
Michael Moore is asking a young soldier about combat.  In describing the “shock and 
awe” assault on Baghdad, the soldier tells how he was singing along with the early 90’s 
rock song, “The roof, the roof, the roof is on fire.  We don’t need no water let the 
motherfuckers burn…”  In this instance, the soldier portrays this real act of killing and 
destruction in the same way that this video game encourages players to make music 
videos of their missions. 
 The implications of mixing pure entertainment (a film) with controversial 
entertainment (war videogames) would not be so interesting if such a thing didn’t occur 
in reality.  However, in regards to soldier abuses in Abu Garib prison, and the resulting 
pictures, fiction and reality seem one in the same (entertainment is entertainment is 
entertainment).  Both mark a horrible army event, but in light of its everyday life 
removed humor.  The reality of Iraqi prisoners seems no more striking or dynamic than 
that of a video game, where both seem real, casual, and normal, and safe. 
 America’s Army is supposed to provide the “most authentic military experience 
available” without actually joining the army. It gives a “realistic depiction of the values 
(honor, duty, integrity), units, equipment and career opportunities that make the Army the 
world’s premier land force,” and is based on the War on Terror.   
 
Q: Wil l  the Army know whether or not I'm 
a good player? 
A: No. The Army wil l  not be able to 
identify you individually unless you 
choose to reveal your personal 
information. Prior to any point at which 
you provide suff icient information for an 
association to be possible between your 
game data and your name, you wil l  
encounter an advisory dialog box from 
which you can back up. Players who 
request information AND reveal their nom-
de-guerre to Recruiters may have their 
                                                
11 http://forum.americasarmy.com 



gaming records matched to their real-
world identities for the purpose of 
facil itating career placement within the 
Army. Data collected within the game 
such as which roles and missions players 
spent the most time playing could be 
used to highlight Army career f ields that 
map into these interest areas so as to 
provide the best possible match between 
the attributes and interests of potential 
Soldiers and the attributes of career 
f ields and training opportunities.12 
 
 The army claims that this is not a recruiting tool, but the fact that the game comes 
at an all time low in army recruitment points another way.  The authentic details of the 
game combined with the virtual/fictional environment beg the player to reconsider what 
being a soldier might entail.  And this new version of army fighter might be more 
accurate.  But, as an article in The Nation sites, “Despite the game's neurotic commitment 
to accuracy elsewhere, the small detail about killing people is brushed over gingerly… 
There are no sound effects when players are shot; only a small red blotch appears, similar 
to a paintball hit.”13  The virtual environment for war totally dismantles any human 
feeling that one might feel about using a video controller to kill, a practice that is now 
being put into use in the War in Iraq with SWARDS.  What is very real does not even 
seem real to those involved; rather it too is the byproduct of the media. 
 The main dilemma in playing the army video game is that it can and very possibly 
will lead to real life violence and implementation of skills learned in the game.  The fact 
that recruiters can see your scores if you choose to enlist in the army totally conflates the 
fiction and reality of game play.  The technologies of work and play that shape our future 
have come into our everyday life.  And so the army trains the world to do its military 
service. 
 

                                                
12 America’s Army FAQ 
13 Hodes, Jacob, and Ruby-Sachs, Emma.  “'America's Army' Targets Youth.”  The Nation, 
August 2002. 
 


