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And reassembling our afflicted Powers, 

Consult how we may henceforth most offend 

Our Enemy, our · own loss how repair, 

How overcome this dire Calamity, 

What reinforcement we may gain from Hope, 

If not what resolution from despare. 

Paradise L ost, Book 1 
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PREFACE 

Retort is a gathering of some thirty or forty antagonists of the present 

order of things, based for the past two decades in the San Francisco Bay 

Area. Four of the group - lain Boal, T.]. Clark, Joseph Matthews, and 

Michael Watts - did the main work of writing Afflicted PoJVers. The book 

builds on Retort's broadsheet, Neither Their War N or Their Peaa, produced 

for distribution at the anti-war demonstrations in the spring of 2003. 

A word on the book's form. After preparatory work by the four of 

us separately and together, each one of the quartet took responsibility 

for the first drafting of a chapter. Every paragraph was then subj ected 

to scrutiny, discussion, and multiple revisions by all four. The book 

developed from a counterpoint of concerns, kinds of knowledge and 

forms of expertise, and in the end we made no attempt to produce a 

text with a singular voice or seamless style. We ask the reader's indul

gence, therefore, for a certain shifting of focus and tone in what follows, 

confident that the conditions of the book's production contribute to, 

rather than detract from, Afflicted Pmvers' analytical force. 

The book's stance is deliberately polemical, in the tradition (we hope) 

of the pamphleteering characteristic of the Left in its heyday. On occa

sion we turned aside in the course of our writing - for encouragement, 

but also to remind ourselves sadly of what once seemed possible- to read 

a few pages from Rosa Luxemburg's great Junius Brochure or Randolph 

Bourne's The State. And our chosen examples speak immediately to what 
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we hope AJ!licted Powers can achieve. Both the Bourne and the Luxemburg 

interventions were responses to the horrors of 1914-18. Both writers 

considered it an urgent necessity, in that worst of all moments, to think 

the phenomenon of war in relation to the capitalist state. Like Bourne 

and Luxemburg (though with no illusions about recapturing their inim

itable coldness and rage), we believe that the new 1914 which confronts 

us demands in answer an interrogation of the very terms and forms of 

politics. 

Following the example of the Junius Brochure, at points in the book 

certain arguments and assertions are made without resort to the formal 

critical apparatus of scholarship; footnotes there are few, the larger 

canvas of relevant literature largely invisible. At other points, the nature 

of the subject at hand demands a level of historical and empirical detail 

(even exegesis) in order for the book's criticism of the present to be 

sustained. In either circumstance, the point is to open a case, not nail it 

down. For readers who wish to explore further the issues that AJ!licted 

Po2/Jers takes up, we provide some bibliographic landmarks and signposts 

in a brief Endnote. Retort may be reached directly at retort@sonic.net. 

IB, TJC, ]M, MW 

Berkelry and San Francisco, November 2, 2004 



INTRODUCTION 

It bears repeating. On February 15, 2003, and again on March 15, with 

the first wave of bombing by that time a matter of hours away, millions 

of people took to the streets to voice their opposition to the oncoming 

invasion of Iraq. The marches began in Melbourne and Sydney, and 

swept westward with the sun. The centers of Rome, Tokyo, London, 

Paris, Madrid, Buenos Aires, Berlin, Dhaka, Barcelona, New York, San 

Francisco, and a thousand other communities were choked with banners 

and echoing with rejection and disgust. Believable estimates the day after 

put the number of demonstrators in February between fifteen and 

twenty million, maybe higher; even the networks and newspapers of 

record - desperate as ever to keep the Great Refusal off the front page 

- were not able to shrink the figure by more than a factor of two. The 

"embittered few" had become the disbelieving and contemptuous many. 

In common with almost everyone, the writers of this book could 

hardly believe their eyes as they swung with the crowd into San 

Francisco's Market Street. Out of the torpor and humiliation of "poli

tics" in Bush's America had come, abruptly, a foreshadowing of a 

different form of life. The crowd itself - the feeling was palpable at the 

time - seemed to shake its head, wide-eyed with astonishment, at the 

unlikeliness of its own coming into being. Where had this energy been 

sleeping? Why had the months-long combined operation of Republicans 

and Democrats, aimed at making opposition to empire unthinkable -
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Anti-War Demonstration, Baghdad, February 15, 2003 

unrepresentable - so signally failed? How could it be that the idiom of 

the chants and placards, which for a moment made a world, had so 

unerringly decided on the proper form of reply to the predawn barrage 

of lies - a reply so apt and incisive, inflected so variously and yet so 

consistent in its venom? As if all of us had sat brooding nighdy over 

CN , rolling the latest sound bite round our tongues, savoring it, 

entering deep into its banality and untruth, until an absolute negation had 

emerged for each demonstrator, shadowing ·the official slogans, paro

dying them, feeding on their emptiness, giving them monstrous form. 

We take such moments of elation seriously. They are rare, in our expe

rience; and when they come, they provide the measure for the lockstep, 

souped-up simulacrum of enthusiasm on which the "I'm for Choice" 

normality of politics depends. This book issues from the actions of 

February and March. As we say in our preface, it builds on a broadsheet 
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written by us for distribution at the two events. We should like to begin 

by insisting proudly, therefore (against the purposeful forgetting of all 

the organs of official history), on the unprecedented nature of the 

movement in the streets. It was a world-historical moment. ever before 

had such masses of people assembled, against the wishes of parties and 

states, to attempt to stop a 1var before it began. In the run-up to armed conflict, 

so history monotonously tells us, the state has its finest hour. othing is 

easier for it than to whip up an attack-dog unanimity, compounded of 

fear, aggressivity, and xenophobia. The great words come out of cold 

storage: tyranny, democracy, humanity, Terror, the national interest, the 

imminent danger, the civilized world. "Internationalists" discover a love 

of country. Dissenters become nonpersons. Maybe an occasional 

Edmund Burke speaks out: "It is not with much credulity I listen to any, 

when they speak evil of those they are going to plunder. I rather suspect 

that vices are feigned or exaggerated, when profit is looked for in their 

punishment. An enemy is a bad witness: a robber is a worse." 1 But by 

and large, at the moment of mobilization, and \.Vhile the horror of the 

opening campaigns is unfolding, the enemies of war can do nothing but 

wait- for the slow drip of disillusion to bring citizens to their senses and 

the smell of corpses to seep into the Rose Garden. 

It remains a great new fact of politics, then, that on this occasion the 

script of war was not followed: that in every corner of the imperial heart

land political actors refused to believe what their warlords were telling 

them, and worked, unsuccessfully, to interrupt the course of events. 

Unsuccessfully. Of course the proviso is bitter, and in a sense 

absolute; and every day now, as the horror in the Middle East deepens 

and the vanguard of jihadists gather strength, the proviso becomes 

harder to bear. Elation is one thing, effectiveness another. "If not what 

resolution from despare . . . " 

Edmund Burke, Reflections on tbe Revol11tion in France, Harmondsworth 1969 (first pub. 1790), 
p. 246. 
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* 
What exactly the constellation of factors was that made the marches 

possible is, in our view, an open question. The sheer ponderousness and 

hypocrisy of the pre-war buildup- and its constant visibility, the repeated 

set-pieces of lying and bullying to the world at large - mattered a great 

deal. So did the momentum provided by the previous years of "anti

globalization" struggles in the streets, and the links these demonstrators 

had forged with the older peace movements. Much of the groundwork 

had been local, that is, the result of piecemeal organizing, carried out 

face to face. But clearly the marches had other, newer origins. We are 

prepared to accept, taking our cue from an optimistic strand of current 

theory, that one ingredient of the February and March dynamic was the 

appearance on the world stage of something like a digital "multitude", a 

worldwide virtual community, assembled (partly in the short term over 

the months of warmongering, and partly over the preceding decade, as 

various new patterns of resistance took advantage of cyberspace) in the 

interstices of the Net; and that some of the intensity of the moment 

derived from the experience of seeing- of hearing, feeling, facing up to 

- an image of refusal become a reality.2 Maybe the new Spinozists have it 

right. Here at last was the multitude taking shape in the public sphere, 

already in possession of its own apparatus, by the look of it, its own 

spatiality, its own style; and perhaps what we saw as the days unfolded 

was a premonition of a politics to come. 

But the multitude took shape and the leaders of the world ignored it: 

that is the point. The multitude as a political force' 1vas born into - out of - the 

2 See Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire, Cambridge, MA 2000, and Hardt and Negri, 
Multitude, New York 2004. We borrow the term "multitude", which Hardt and Negri recover 
from Spinoza's political writings, to point to certain new possibilities of political assembly 
and reorganization opened up by cybertechnology. But in our view the same technology has 
also proved itself, over the past two decades, the perfect instrumentation of "spectacular" 
dispersal, isolation, and derealization - the machinery of a self-administered dreamworld. This 
dialectic (which is largely glossed over in Hardt and Negri's analysis) is something we return 
to repeatedly in what follows. 
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experience of defeat. The very moment at which its virtuahty became - or . 

sketched out - an agency in the chaos of statecraft was also the one in 

which it saw how httle it could do. Or perhaps (and this is the hope on 

which the present book is founded) it was in defeat that the marchers 

gained a first intimation of how much it would take - what work of 

questioning and organizing, what constructing and discarding of new 

forms of action, forms of understanding, forms of alternative speech -

for the "multitude" to be more than just another image-moment in a 

world of mirages. 

We realize that political writing born of circumstances like these has a 

difficult balance to strike. Thegreat phrase from Milton that provides us 

with our title - ''And reassembling our afflicted Powers" - has, in our use 

of it, the problem written on its face. We make no excuse for turning the 

two last words of the phrase outward, and having them apply to the 

present powers that be. For part of the twenty-fust-century situation is 

indeed the affliction of the previously invulnerable. The American empire 

lives in fear - partly factitious, partly justified by events - and the ways in 

which it has chosen to respond to that new condition over the past four 

years have led it, in Iraq, to something close to real strategic failure. (The 

defeat, if it happens, will be infinitely more damaging than that suffered 

thirty years ago in Vietnam; for it will register a failure to impose impe

rial will in a region that lies near the economic and geopolitical heart of 

things.) The affliction of Power, then, is a reality; and any attempt at a 

renewal of political thinking has to center on an account of its causes and 

phenomenology. But of course Milton's pronoun cannot be wished away. 

For our Powers too are afflicted. The state may be vulnerable, but the 

multitude has yet to learn how to take advantage of that weakness. 

Much as we exulted in the insolence and dismissiveness of the counter

language on the streets in 2003, we were already haunted by its limits and 

insufficiencies. The placards spoke back to power - irrefutably - by aping 
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and warping the warmongers' truisms. So far so good. But to the extent 

that a picture of wider and deeper causes emerged from the welter of signs 

- and even an intimation of what else, in place of iPods and weapon

systems, the multitude might propose as its positives - to that extent, the 

marchers did little more than churn out truisms of their own. The alter

native to war was Peace, we were told; and this seemed to be proposed not 

just as an alternative (which might have been bearable, at least as a concep

tual given), but as an answer, a specific countervailing force. The cause of 

war was either the perfidy and dementia of rulers, or the crude imperative 

of Oil. It was hard to remember on February 15 that one defining feature 

of the political landscape during the previous decade had been the emer

gence - an unpredicted, unlikely emergence - of a worldwide opposition 

to the new round of exploitation summed up in the word "globalization", 

and that among the achievements of this opposition had been the entering 

of the dread concept "capitalism" back into political speech. Oil now 

displaced such clunky abstractions. A Bush demonology disguised the 

great fact of complete party-political ur\anirnity as to the nature (the neces

sity) of the War on Terror, the desirability of the Patriot Act, the 

untouchability of Sharon's Israel, and the need for an end to Saddam. 

Above all, we could detect no acknowledgement on the marches- and 

by now you will recognize we are using "the marches" as synecdoche for 

the whole pattern of resistance to the war and the regime over the past 

four years - that the advent of al-Qaida had redrawn the political map. 

It is one thing to recoil from the uses our masters have made of the 

"threat". It is another not to recognize that the' threat is real. Opposition 

to the War on Terror, we believe, ought to begin by looking both enemies 

- empire and jihad- square in the face, and underestimating the strength 

and resilience of neither. Many a time in the past four years we have 

called to mind the old Leninist boast of Che Guevara, that he and his 

comrades would go on to make " ten, twenty, a hundred Vietnams". Little 

did he dream what form the revolutionary vanguard would take in its 
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hour of triumph, and in whose name the hundred Vietnams would be . 

fought. History is cruel, Allah is rarely merciful. But for those of us who 

have always regarded the notion of a militant, secretive, unicellular band 

of brothers, proprietors of Truth, representatives of the Chosen, makers 

(forcers) of the Future, as the deepest and most destructive illusion of 

the Left, there is a bitter aptness to the sight of a new vanguard striding 

the world stage - a horribly effective vanguard, given the goals it has set 

itself - whose Future is now declaredly the Past.3 

You will see that the experience of February and March 2003 determines 

much of Ajjlicted Powers' substance. It dictates, largely, our choice of 

topics. We have tried, above all, to take the main propositions of the anti

war movement seriously: not to dismiss or reverse them, necessarily, but 

to see if th~y could be reconstructed in such a way as to have more 

specific purchase on the present. We end up pointing to various 

constituent features of the world of the single superpower - the nature 

of revolutionary Islam; the dynamics of a new round of capital accumu

lation; the entrapment of both empire and Terror in a battle of images; 

the extent to which war and the state are inseparable, mutually defining 

terms; the abiding (and deadly) attraction of the Leninist ideal - which 

we believe any future opposition will have to confront if it is to turn its 

spasmodic ' 'We are Many" into a form (a practice) of politics. 

This leads to the question of style - meaning imagined community 

of readers. For the advent of the multitude in the run-up to war did very 

much more than steer us toward a set of obligatory subjects. I t deter

mines our sense of what political writing may now aim to be - whom 

such writing can plausibly address, what tone it might adopt in present 

3 This is far from our last word on the complexities of present-day Islamism, or even on al
Qaida. Most revivalisms turn out to be deeply in love with aspects of the present they claim to 
despise. But as a marker of what it is in al-Qaida's vision of agency and temporality that differ
entiates it from almost all previous forms of vanguardism, this first characterization can stand. 
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circumstances, what level of analytic detail deploy; in a word, how much 

and h01v little political writing can hope to do, in a social order dedicated 

to the end of discourse and the rule of entertainment. We are realists, 

which in the current situation equals pessimists most of the time. To 

put against the memory of the insolent multitude in February and 

March, with the image it proposes of a citizenry somehow immune to 

the surrounding cretinization, there is always as counterweight, festering 

at the back of our minds, ietzsche's prophecy of the Last Map: 

The time has come for man to set himself a goal .... I say unto you: 

one must still have chaos in oneself to be able to give birth to a dancing 

star . . .. 

Alas, the time of the most despicable of men is coming, he that is no 

longer capable of despising himself. Behold, I show you the Last Man. 

"What is love? What is creation? What is longing? What is a star?" 

thus asks the Last Man, and he blinks .. . . 

Everybody wants the same, everybody is the same: whoever feels 

different goes voluntarily into a madhouse . .. . 

"We have invented happiness," say the Last Men, and they blink ... . 4 

Or, worse still, Kojeve's vision of the Final State: 

In the Final State there are naturally no more "human beings" in the 

sense of humans as makers of history. The healthy automata are satis

fied (sports, art, eroticism, etc.), and the sick ones get locked up .... The 

tyrant becomes an administrator, a cog in the machine made by 

automata for others of their kind.5 

4 Friedrich N ietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustm, trans. Walter Kaufmann, in The P01table Nie~che, 
New York 1954, p. 129. 

5 Alexandre Kojeve co Leo Strauss, September 19, 1950, in Leo Strauss, On Tyranny, expanded 
edition, New York 1991, p. 255 (translation modified) . 
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Too often, these days, these words seem to apply directly to the world_ 

around us. 

We have been deliberately open - naively so, some will say - about the 

extent to which recent events have altered our sense of the possible. But 

the reader will find us moving, all through the following pages, between 

stubborn expectancy and unbudgeable sense of doom. The book returns 

constantly to its epigraph's "If not". That is to say, we are partisans of 

wishfnl thinking, provided the final recklessness and obstinacy are seen 

to issue - truly do issue- from an accounting of our Enemy, and a recog

nition of our loss. 

Beyond these matters of style and subject matter lies the deeper ques

tion - the problem - of Afflicted Pozvers' preferred terms of analysis. 

"Capitalism", for instance, and "primitive accumulation" . We take it the 

time is over when the mere mention of such categories consigned one 

- in the hip academy, especially - irrevocably to the past. The past has 

become the present again: this is the mark of the moment we are trying 

to understand. (It is " the end of Grand Narratives" and "the trap of 

totalization" and " the radical irreducibility of the political" which now 

seem like period items.) onetheless, there is a problem of vocabulary; 

which, as regularly with such problems, takes us to the very possibility 

of opposition - of real opposing speech - in the current situation. 

Whom do we think we are talking to, for instance, when (occasionally) 

we round on, or appeal to, something called " the Left"? What kind of 

fabulous survival do we have in mind here, and where do we think it is 

hiding out? Does it read any longer? And insofar as we hope for readers 

whose vision of politics is no longer premised on the Left- Right distinc

tion, will they not immediately put our book back on the pile of new 

releases the moment they see the words "Capital and Spectacle" in our 

subtitle? Does not the first concept usher us back, however good our 

intentions, into the fantasy world of "final crisis" and "fundamental 
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contradictions"? And is not the second the typical (obscure) totem of 

an ingroup? 

We ask our readers to wait and see, essentially - to judge for them

selves whether, in the body of the book, these new and old· bearings 

allow us to navigate the present. But let us try to head off some obvious 

misunderstandings. We do not regard the set of economic forces and 

arrangements called "capitalism" as a magical shaping power, pulling the 

strings of everything in the world around us. We take it to be an indis

pensable term of analysis for much the same reasons as do the Wall 

Street Journal and the McCain-Feingold Act: because as a way of organ

izing the forces and relations of production capitalism possesses its own 

complex, but closely bounded, unity; because it has utterly vanquished 

all other ways; and because it has a preponderant, invasive influence -

sometimes as crude as bribery and corruption, sometimes as imponder

able as the character of the commodity-form - over the conduct of 

politics and the tempo and s ubstance of culture. Not everything, 

however, needs to be traced to its source. Explanations are obliged to 

be vivid as well as plausible. To say that Osama bin Laden, for instance, 

is a phenomenon of capitalism because his money came originally from 

petrochemicals and his followers spend hours casing out Citicorp 

and the Prudential is not, yet, to speak to his specific character - his 

unwelcome power - as a revolutionary. With Cheney and Bush, the fit 

may be tighter. (But that too brings problems in its wake: it is one thing 

for an explanation to be vivid, another for it to be crushingly obvious. 

We tire of detectives solving crimes the criminals have never bothered 

to conceal.) 

About "primitive accumulation" we can afford to be less circumspect. 

The last several years have seen, so most interested parties would agree, 

an extraordinary shift in the means by which the preponderant economic 

forces in the United States seem set to organize their next round of glob

alization. As recently as five years ago, proponents and opponents largely 
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shared the view that the reshaping of the world economy then under 

way had come about, and would continue, as a result of "agreements" 

(meaning covert or overt fixing), unrestricted capital flows, dismantling 

of national controls and regulations (all democratically validated), cruelly 

imbalanced North-South terms of trade, cynical subsidy of the heart

land's decrepit mills and plantations, and the continuing attentions of the 

World Bank and IMP. Far be it from us to say that this brutal apparatus 

is not still working full speed. But evidently in the late-1990s it began to 

cough and splutter; and for the past four years it has been supplemented, 

spectacularly, by a new resort to arms - a new round of conquest 

and colonization. We believe the words "primitive accumulation" are the 

right ones to defcribe what is happening, especially because the first 

word points to what is special (and for the Robert Reichs and Thomas 

Friedmans of this world, scandalous) about the new situation - the 

overtly "colonial" character of the war in the Middle East, and the 

nakedness with which the unfreedom of the free wage contract is now 

placed back on the footing of sheer pmver, sheer forced dispossession. Marx, when 

he coined the term "primitive accumulation", had in mind the long work 

of enclosure of the commons (and all its attendant migrations and crim

inalization) which had laid the ground for Britain's industrial revolution, 

by creating a mass of men and women with nothing to sell but their labor 

power. It is not clear that he realized to what extent the whole 

subsequent history of the world economy would go on depending, time 

after time, on renewed episodes of entrapment, displacement, crude 

rifling of resources, pitiless herding of the dispossessed into "company 

accommodation" and disease-ridden shantytowns - with views of the 

skyscraper cluster twenty miles away. We imagine poor Marx sitting 

opposite Paul Bremer on tl1e flight from Washington to Baghdad in April 

2003 (the idiocies of the new Chief Administrator on that occasion have 

entered journalistic folklore), listening to Bremer sermonizing the 

soldiers on the first priority of the occupation, in his view- the smashing 
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of Saddam's state cartels and the immediate strong medicine of privati

zation. Private soft-drink factories, private armies, private sewage plants, 

private water systems, privatized hospitals politely turning the victims of 

bombing from their doors. 

These newly freed men became sellers of themselves only after they had 

been robbed of all their own means of production, and all the guaran

tees of existence afforded by the old ... arrangements. And this history, 

the history of their expropriation, is written in the annals of mankind 

in letters of fire and blood.6 

Sometimes the fires do no more than smolder. Lately they burn bright. 

Some of our lexicon, then, we make no apology for. Some of it 

("spectacle", for instance, "military nee-liberalism", "permanent war") 

we plan to deflne and defend as we go along. "Terror" and "terrorism" 

are unavoidable non-concepts, which we believe can be given a measure 

of cognitive force only gradually, as the book's whole picture of politics 

emerges. "Multitude", likewise, is a term we adopt pardy hopefully, pardy 

skeptically, expecting the reader to be similarly in two minds. Something is 

shifting in the technics and tactics of resistance - the anti-war marches 

are proof of that - but only a disabused look at al-Qaida's deployment 

of the same cyber-apparatus, and at the whole recent dynamic of spec

tacular politics, will let us decide if the "something" is smoke and mirrors 

or truly the beginning of a new offensive. 

But the problem goes deeper than terminology. We know very well 

that other items in our vocabulary speak to insufflciencies -weaknesses 

- no work of theory can mend. Who are "we", anyway? ot a power, 

not a nucleus, not a singularity; not, above all, an avant-garde. Four 

writers drawn from a thirty- or for ty-strong occasional gathering of 

6 Karl Marx, "The Secret of Primitive Accumulation", in Capital, vol. 1, Harmondsworth 1976 
(first pub. 1867), p. 875. 
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kindred spirits; one of whom knows the hell of the Nigerian oil derricks 

first-hand, and another what it was like to practice law in the California 

prison system; one of us with Bruegel and Pasolini as his heroes, another 

the Levellers and Carlo Tresca.) Who are "we", and where do we stand 

in relation to the various possible oppositional identities we are 

constantly conjuring up - the peace movement, the multitude, the anti

capitalists (what a moment it was when that identity was suddenly 

common currency again, pronounced with a sneer by Lehrer and 

O'Reilly!), the Left, the progressives, the refuseniks, the assorted antino

mians, the mere "people on the streets"? 

Some of the labels in this list we like more than others. ' 'Antinomian", 

for instance, at least has the . advantage of ushering us back into the 

seventeenth century, that great moment of crisis for the emerging 

modern state - the time of struggle, by part of the citizenry, "against 

Mammon", "against Moses and his Law", against all forms of clerisy and 

identity - and therefore the term seems strangely appropriate to the 

flavor of our present Holy Wars. But all the labels are weak: we make no 

bones about that. They are vague or nostalgic or vatically utopian. And 

it is above all this reality - a linguistic one, but ultimately much more than 

linguistic - which we try not to flinch from in what follows. We lack 

precise terms for the new energies, and we are painfully aware that a rela

tionship to them - a critical, practical, theoretical relationship, without the 

flavor of spokesmanship or the aftertrace of redemption in thought -

remains to be made. It may even turn out that the term we are least 

willing to abandon in the process is the one we have lived with most 

skeptically for the longest time. The Left, the Left ... 

We each have our memories of the kind of work this word was called 

on to do in the militant's dismal peroration. It has earned too much of 

its present disrepute. And yet finally, strangely, we find ourselves 

unwilling to let the word go - to let it exit altogether from the stage of 

history. We know what comfort such surgery would give the Enemy (to 
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bin Laden as much as to the hacks on Fox News), which has labored 

unceasingly through the centuries to put the concept out of bounds. It 

is an advantage to the term "Left", as we understand it, that it speaks 

from a moment of historical defeat: that it knows its own powerlessness 

in an age when battle is joined between two virulent mutations of the 

Right; that it keeps alive, in the face of all evidence to the contrary, the 

notion of an alternative to the capitalist order that will eventually take 

advantage of the great work of loosening and fragmentation and disen

chantment that has been capitalism's' central (appalling) achievement -

take advantage of the great work, push it on to its revolutionary conclu

sion, propel it to a flnal paroxysm of uncenteredness and non-identity. 

However weak and compromised the term has become, then, the Left 

remains the name - the best name, the placeholder, the banner soaked 

in blood - for this last best hope of mankind. 

Ajjlicted Powers aims above all to tackle what seems to us the distinctive 

feature of the new world situation: that is, its deep and perplexing 

doubleness. We flnd ourselves, quite suddenly, living in an age deflned by 

a terrible atavism - a plunging backward into forms of ideological and 

geopolitical struggle that call to mind now the Scramble for Africa, now 

the Wars of Religion. But this brute return of the past is accompanied 

here is the real challenge to understanding - by an equally monstrous 

political deployment of (and entrapment in) the apparatus of a modern, 

not to say hyper-modern, production of appearances. Interests and 

imagery collide. A bald-faced imperialism is crossed with a struggle for 

control of "information" . Mistakes or overreach in the management of 

the image-world have immediate political consequences - as Aznar, for 

instance, discovered in the aftermath of the al-Qaida strikes on Madrid 

-and outright defeat in the war of appearance is something no present

day hegemon can tolerate. (This is our topic in Chapter 1.) If the Left is 

to survive as a political entity, it seems to us that its great (theoretical) 
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task is to think this atavism and new-fangledness together, as interrelated 

aspects of the world system now emerging. We are all in need of sight 

lines in a new, and nightmarish, terrain. Facts are in order, as antidote to 

a world of half-truths; but so too are fresh concepts, or old concepts 

reworked mercilessly in the light of the present. The face of politics is 

changing. Its underlying bone structure may or may not be altering too. 

In either case, new descriptions are needed. Afflicted Powers is an effort to 

provide some. 

Readers will find themselves shifting, in the chapters that follow, 

between hard and disagreeable materialities - cold figures of profit, 

piled-up statistics of death and impoverishment - and broadranging 

speculation on current forms of social control. This double perspective, 

to repeat, is true to the nature of the moment. And no one should leap 

to the conclusion that "materiali ty" in this case equals capitalism, 

whereas "spectacle" is a disembodied image-world, or a realm of inter

nalized (impalpable) representations. Spectacle is an exertion of social 

power. It does violence to human actors just as much as does the disci

pline of the production line. We shall return to this. Equally, in the 

formula "atavism and new-fangledness", readers should guard against 

leaping too readily to assign one or another element of the present situ

ation firmly to one or another category. ew-fangledness does not equal 

spectacle. Atavism does not equal war, or al-Qaida. Our subject - if we 

were pressed to sum it up in an inevitably clunky phrase- is tbe contradic

tions of military neo-libemlism under conditions of spectacle. Distinguishing the 

old from the new in this hell is a task to test even Satan. 
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AND SEPTEMBER II 

He too fought under television for our place in the sun. 

-Robert Lowell on Lieutenant Calley, 1971 

We begin from the moment in February 2003, with the run-up to war in 

Iraq entering its final stages, when the copy of Picasso's Guernica hung in 

the anteroom to the UN Security Council Chamber was curtained over, 

at American insistence - not "an appropriate backdrop", it was explained, 

for official statements to the world media. The episode became an 

emblem. Many a placard on Piccadilly and Las Ramblas rang sardonic 

changes on Bush and the snorting bull. An emblem, yes - but, with the 

benefit of hindsight, emblematic of what? Of the state's relentless will to 

control the minutiae of appearance, as part of - essential to- its drive to 

war? Well, certainly. But in this case, did it get its way? Did not the boor

ishness of the effort at censorship prove counterproductive, eliciting the 

very haunting- by an imagery still capable of putting a face on the brutal 

abstraction of "shock and awe" - that the velcro covering was meant to 

put a stop to? And did not the whole incident speak above all to the state's 

anxiety as it tried to micromanage the means of symbolic production - as 

if it feared that every last detail of the derealized decor it had built for its 

citizens had the potential, at a time of crisis, to turn utterly against it? 

These are the ambiguities, generalized to the whole conduct of war and 
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politics over the past four years, that this chapter aims to explore. We start 

from the premise that certain concepts and descriptions put forward forty 

years ago by Guy D ebord and the Situationist International, as part of 

their effort to comprehend the new forms of state control and social 

disintegration then emerging, still possess explanatory power - more so 

than ever, we suspect, in the poisonous epoch we are living through. In 

particular, the twinned notions of "the colonization of everyday life" and 

"the society of the spectacle" - we think each concept needs the other if 

either is to do its proper work - strike us as having purchase on key 

aspects of what has happened since September 11, 2001. Our purpose, 

in a word, is to turn two central Situationist hypotheses back to the task 

for which they were always primarily intended - to make them instru

ments of political analysis again, directed to an understanding of the 

powers and vulnerabilities of the capitalist state. ('J/e take it we are not 

alone in shuddering at the way "spectacle" has taken its place in approved 

postmodern discourse over the past fifteen years - as a vaguely 

millenarian accompaniment to "new media studies" or to wishful thinking 

about freedom in cyberspace, with never a whisper that its original objects 

were the Watts Riots and the Proletarian Cultural Revolution.) 

None of this means that we think we comprehend the whole shape and 

dynamic of the new state of affairs, or can offer a theory of its deepest 

determinants. We are not sectaries of the spectacle; no one concept, or 

cluster of concepts, seems to us to get the measure of the horror of the 

past four years. We even find it understandable, if in the end a mistake, 

that some on the Left have seen the recent wars in the desert and squab

bles in the Security Council as open to analysis in classical Marxist terms, 

proudly unreconstructed - bringing on stage again the predictions and 

revulsions of Lenin's and Hobson's studies of imperialism - rather than 

in those of a politics of "internal", technologized social controU 

7 This is not meant to signal that we believe that all the key terms of Marx's analysis have 
outlived their usefulness. Our discussion of "primitive accumulation" has already indicated 
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This much we are sure of. What is new in the current dark circum

stance still largely eludes analysis. Any such analysis is obliged to begin 

from three obvious, interlinked questions of the moment, which now we 

set out in tabular form: 

• To what extent did the events of September 11, 2001- the precision 

bombing of ew York and Washington by organized enemies of the 

US empire - usher in a new era? Did those events change anything 

fundamental in the calculus and conduct of advanced capitalist states, 

or in the relation of such states to their civil societies? If so, how? 

• Are we to understand the forms of assertion of American power 

since September 11 -the hasty demonstration of military supremacy 

(largely to reassure the demonstrators, one feels, that "something 

could still be done" with the monstrous armory at the state's beck 

and call), the blundering attempts at recolonization under way in 

Afghanistan and Iraq, the threats and payoffs to client states in every 

corner of the globe, the glowering attack on civil liberties within the 

US itself - as a step backward, an historical regression, in which the 

molecular, integral, invisible means of control which so many of us 

believed were indispensable to a truly "modern" state-system have 

given way to a new/ old era of gunboats and book-burning? 

• D o the concepts "society of the spectacle" and "colonization of 

everyday life" help us to grasp the logic of the present age? Or has 

the level of social dispersal and mendaciousness to which those 

concepts once pointed also been overtaken- displaced, abruptly, at 

a special moment of urgency and arrogance - by cruder, older 

imperatives of statecraft? 

the contrary. It is the "proudly unreconstructed" that is the point at issue here. Too many 
Marxist commentators lately have struck us as a touch smug (or is it relieved?) in the face of 
the new imperialism, as if it validated the whole panoply of Marxist explanations, and put all 
others in the shade. 
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None of these questions, to repeat, can be answered in isolation. No 

one level of analysis - "economic" or "political", global or local, 

focusing on the means of either material or symbolic production - will 

do justice to the current strange mixture of chaos and grand design. But 

one main aspect of the story - the struggle for mastery in the realm of 

the image - has so far been barely thought of as positive!; interacting with 

others more familiar and "material". It is the first outline of this inter

action we aim to offer, for further debate. 

The version of "spectacle" with which we operate is minimal, pragmatic, 

and matter of fac t. No doubt the idea's original author often gave it an 

exultant, world-historical force. But his tone is inimitable, as all efforts 

to duplicate it have proven; and in any case we are convinced that the age 

demands a different cadence- something closer (if we are lucky) to that 

of the lines from Paradise Lost we use as our epigraph than to anything 

from Lukacs or D ucasse. 

The notion "spectacle" was intended, then, as a first stab at charac

terizing a new form of, or stage in, the accumulation of capital. What 

it named preeminently was the submission of more and more facets 

of human sociability - areas of everyday life, forms of recreation, 

patterns of speech, idioms of local solidarity, kinds of ethical or 

aesthetic insubordination, the endless capacities of human beings to 

evade or refuse the orders brought down to them from on high- to the 

deadly solicitations (the lifeless bright sameness) of the market. Those 

who developed the analysis in the first place resisted the idea that this 

colonization of everyday life was dependent on any one set of tech

nologies, but notoriously they were interested in the means modern 

societies have at their disposal to systematize and disseminate appear

ances, and to subject the texture of day-to-day living to a constant 
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barrage of images, instructions, slogans, logos, false promises, virtual 

realities, miniature happiness-motifs. Batteries ot Included, as the old 

punk band had it. 

The choice of the word "colonization" to describe the process was 

deliberate. It invited readers to conceive of the invasion and sterilizing 

of so many unoccupied areas of human species-being - areas that 

previous regimes, however overweening, had chosen (or been obliged) to 

leave alone- as a specijif necessity of capitalist production, just as much part of 

its dynamism as expansion to the ends of the earth. The colonization of 

everyday life, we might put it from our present vantage point, was "glob

alization" turned inward - mapping and enclosing the hinterland of the 

social, and carving out from the detail of human inventiveness an ever 

more ramified and standardized market of exchangeable subjectivities. 

Naturally the one colonization implied the other: there would have been 

no Black Atlantic of sugars, alcohols, and opiates without the drive to 

shape subjectivity into a pattern of small (saleable) addictions. 

The point of the analysis, again, was to bring into focus the terms and 

possibilities of resistance (wars of liberation) against the colonizing 

forces ; this in a situation, the later 1960s, where it was not foolhardy, even 

if ultimately mistaken, to imagine "reassembling our afflicted Powers" 

and doing real harm to the enemy. D ebord, to speak of him directly, was 

concerned most of all with the way the subjection of social life to the 

rule of appearances had led in turn to a distinct form of politics - of 

state formation and surveillance. His opinion on these matters fluctuated: 

they were the aspect of the present he most loathed, and which regularly 

elicited his best tirades and worst paranoia. We extract the following 

propositions from his pages. 

First, that slowly but surely the state in the twentieth century had been 

dragged into full collaboration in the micro management of everyday life. 

The market's necessity became the state's obsession. (We say that this 

happened slowly, and in a sense against the state's better judgment, 
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because always there existed a tension between the modern state's 

constant armored other-directedness -its raison d'etre as a war machine

and capital's insistence that the state come to its aid in the great work of 

internal policing and packaging. This tension has again been visible over 

the pas t four years. We believe it is one key to the obvious incoherence 

of the state's recent actions.) Second, this deeper and deeper involve

ment of the state in the day-to-day instrumentation of consumer 

obedience meant that increasingly it came to live or die by its investment 

in, and control of, the field of images - the alternative world conjured 

up by the new battery of "perpetual emotion machines",8 of which TV 

was the dim pioneer and which now beckons the citizen every waking 

minute. This world of images had long been a structural necessity of a 

capitalism oriented toward the overproduction of commodities, and 

therefore the constant manufacture of desire for them; but by the late 

twentieth century it had given rise to a specific polity. 

The modern state, we would argue, has come to need weak citizen

ship. It depends more and more on maintaining an impoverished and 

hygienized public realm, in which only the ghosts of an older, more 

idiosyncratic civil society live on. It has adjusted profoundly to its 

economic master's requirement for a thinned, unobstructed social 

texture, made up of loosely attached consumer subjects, each locked in 

its plastic work-station and nuclearized family of four. Weak citizenship, 

but for that very reason the object of the state's constant, anxious 

attention - an unstoppable barrage of idiot fashions and panics and 

image-motifs, all aimed at sewing the citizen back (unobtrusively, 

"individually") into a deadly simulacrum of community. 

Very often, the first writers to confront this nightmare seemed to 

despair in the face of it: 

8 Perry Anderson, The 01igins of Postmodemi!J, London 1998, p. 89. 
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There is no place left where people can discuss the realities which 

concern them, because they can never lastingly free themselves from the 

crushing presence of media discoutse and of the various forces organ

ized to relay it .... Unanswerable lies have succeeded in eliminating 

public opinion, which first lost the ability to make itself heard and then 

very quickly dissolved altogether .. .. Once one controls the mechanism 

which operates the only form of social verification to be fully and 

universally recognized, one can say what one likes .... Spectacular power 

can similarly deny whatever it wishes to, once, or three times over, and 

change the subject: knowing full well there is no danger of riposte, in its 

own space or any other.9 

Too many times over the past four years these sentences, in their very 

anger and sorrow at the present form of politics, have echoed in our 

minds. But ultimately we dissent from their totalizing closure. Living 

after September 11, we are no longer so sure - and do not believe that 

spectacular power is sure- that "there is no danger of riposte, in its own 

space or any other". For better or worse, the precision bombings were 

such a riposte. And their effect on the spectacular state has been 

profound: the state's reply to them, we are certain, has exceeded in its 

crassness and futility the martyr-pilots' wildest dreams. Therefore we 

turn to another sentence from the same book, which (characteristically) 

acts as finale to the previous admissions of defeat. " To this list of the 

triumphs of power we should add, however, one result which has proved 

negative: once the running of the state involves a permanent and massive 

shortage of historical knowledge, that state can no longer be led strategi

cai!J."10 Issued by a devotee of Sun Tzu and Clausewitz, this last verdict 

is crushing. 

9 Guy D ebord, Comments on the Society of the Spectacle, trans. Malcolm Imrie, London 1998 (first 
published 1988), pp. 13-19 (order of sentences altered). 

10 Ibid., p. 20. 
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D ebord had a robust and straightforward view of the necessity, for 

individuals and collectives, of learning from the past. (It is not the least 

of the ways his thinking is classical, as opposed to postmodern.) Of 

course he knew that the past is a "construction"; but a construction, he 

believed, made of obdurate and three-dimensional materials, constantly 

resisting any one frame, and which only the most elaborate machinery of 

forgetting could make fully tractable to power. His deepest fears as a 

revolutionary derived from the sense, which grew upon him, that this 

elaborate machinery might now have been built, and really be turning the 

world into an eternal present. That was the key to his hatred of the 

image-life: that what it threatened, ultimately, was the very existence of 

the complex, created, tJvo-1vay temporality that for him constituted the 

essence of the human. 

Such was the nightmare. But even Debord sometimes took (cold) 

comfort from the recognition that the state too lived the nightmare, and 

would suffer the consequences. For it too could no longer learn from the 

past: it had progressively dismantled the contexts in which truly strategic 

discussion of its aims and interests - thinking in the long term, admit

ting the paradoxes and uncertainties of power, recognizing, in a word, 

"the cunning of reason" - might still be possible.11 The state was 

entrapped in its own apparatus of cliches. I t had come almost to believe 

in the policy-motifs its think-tanks and disinformation consultancies 

churned out for it. H ow D ebord would have reveled, over the past 

months, in the endless double entendres provided by the media, to the 

effect that Bush and Blair's rush to war in Iraq should be blamed on 

"faulty intelligence"! 

11 We are not denying that arenas still exist, most of them deeply secret, in which certain aspects 
of state interest and policy are plotted over the long term. That is notably true, for obvious 
reasons, of the state's enabling role in economic affairs. No conspiracy theory of history is 
needed, now that the relevant documentation (or a small part of it) has been teased from the 
usual sources, to see how elaborate were the tradeoffs between capital and the state in the 
planning and instrumentation of the whole neo-liberal push. The problem lies not in the 
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II 

What, then, politically and strategically, took place on September 11, 2001? 

And how, politically and strategically, has the US state responded to it? Of 

course, we realize the dangers here. Why should we follow the lead of the 

spectacle itself in electing this one among many atrocities - raised to the 

new power of ideology, inevitably, by the idiot device of digitalizing its 

date- as a world-historical turning point? How much of the real dynamic 

(and pathology) of American power is conjured away by pinning it thus 

to a single image-event- in much the same way that American victory in 

the Cold War was rendered in retrospect magical, unanalyzable, by the 

mantra "the Fall of the Wall"? There have been moments when we found 

it easy to sympathize with those of our comrades who, partly in reaction 

to the flood of cloying, pseudo-apocalyptic verbiage released by 

September 11 (which shows no sign of abating), go so far as to dismiss 

the bombings as so many pinpricks, attentats, hopeless symbolic gestures 

on the part of those with no real power to wound. 

"Hopeless symbolic gestures". We agree quite strictly with all three 

words of the diagnosis. (As do the perpetrators, it seems. In them 

chiliasm is spliced with nihilism, to form a distinctively hyper-modern 

compound. When they boast in their communiques of being "for 

D eath" - in contradistinction, they imply, to modernity's miserable 

attachment to a Life not worth the name - one is never sure if one is 

hearing Tyndale's cry from the stake or Stavrogin's in the last pages of 

The Possessed. As so often lately, the twenty:.first century seems an 

amalgam of the sixteenth and nineteenth.) And the question remains: 

state's inability to think capitalism strategically - for here real ruthlessness, lucidity, and expertise 
are at its disposal, and able to insist on their need for policy as opposed to slogans - but on 
the lack of adequate contexts in which these economic imperatives can be coordinated with 
others, equally vital to the state's well-being: with "balance of power" geopolitics, notably, and 
with the changing nature and efficacy of warfare as an instrument of policy, and, above all, 
with the new valencies of ideological (both "cultural" and first-level "political") struggle. 



THE STATE, THE SPECTACLE, AND SEPTEMBER II 25 

What is the effectiveness - the specific political force - of this form of 

symbolic action, hopeless or not, within the symbolic economy called 

"spectacle"? Spectacular!J, the American state suffered a defeat on 

September 11. And spectacularly, for this state, does not mean superfi

cially or epiphenomenally. The state was wounded in September in its 

heart of hearts, and we see it still, almost four years later, flailing blindly 

in the face of an image it cannot exorcize, and trying desperately to 

convert the defeat back into terms it can respond to. 

One last caveat. Is it necessary to state that because we refuse to 

extract the September bombings from the cycle of horrors over which 

the US has presided since 1945, and believe it necessary, if we are to 

understand them politically, to treat the events of September as an occur

rence in a war of images, it does not follow that we fail to recognize (and 

wish we could find words for) the events' obscenity? We hope not. On 

the contrary, precisely because the attacks in September were calibrated 

to leave an indelible image-trail behind them, they have seared in the 

memory item after item of evidence of just what it is, in terms of human 

fear and agony, that political calculus so habitually writes off. We too are 

haunted by the flailing arms of the jumpers, and the scream on the 

soundtrack as the tower stutters into dust; just as we are haunted by the 

image of Hanadi Jaradat's bloody head, "her thick hair tied in a pony

tail", dumped by the clean-up squad on a table at the back of the 

restaurant in Haifa she had blown to pieces an hour before..12 We wish 

we had words for these things. We wish we lived in a political culture 

where the language of revulsion had not been debauched by decade after 

decade of selective gravitas. (Your Chechnya for my Guatemala. Your 

Suharto for my Pol Pot.) 

We proceed then, unwillingly, from the image on the screen. It matters 

profoundly, we are convinced, that the horrors of September 11 were 

12 Ne1v York Times, October 5, 2003. 
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designed above all to be visible, and that this visibility marked the bomb

ings off from most previous campaigns of air terror, especially those 

sponsored by states. There were no cameras at Dresden, Hamburg, and 

Hiroshima.B The horror there had to be unseen; it had to act - was 

meant to act- on the surrounding population in the form of uncontrol

lable hearsay and panic; and it was to be presented to the enemy state 

apparatus in the form of report, statistic, prediction, ultimata. 

September's terror was different. It made no demands, it offered no 

explanations. It was premised on the belief (learned from the culture it 

wishes to annihilate) that a picture is worth a thousand words - that a 

picture, in the present condition of politics, is itself, if sufficiendy 

well executed, a specific and effective piece of statecraft. Of course the 

martyr-pilots knew that bringing down the Twin Towers would do 

nothing, or next to nothing, to stop the actual circuits of capital. But 

circuits of capital are bound up, in the longer term, with circuits of socia

bility - patterns of belief and desire, levels of confidence, degrees of 

identification with the good life of the commodity. And these, said the 

terrorists, thinking strategically, are aspects of the social imaginary still 

(always, interminably) being put together by the perpetual emotion 

machines. Supposing those machines could be captured for a moment, 

and on them appeared the perfect image of capitalism's negation. Would 

that not be enough? Enough truly to destabilize the state and society, 

and produce a sequence of vauntings and paranoias whose long-term 

political consequences for the capitalist world order would, at the very 

least, be unpredictable? 

13 It was not until a year after Hiroshima, in July 1946, that the twin signs of post-war moder
nity - the mushroom cloud and the two-piece bathing suit - were given form in and around 
the Bikini " tests". "Eighteen tons of cinematography equipment and m ore than half the 
world's supply of motion picture film were on hand to record the Able and Baker explosions" 
Qack N iedenthal, For the Good of Mankind: A History of the People of Bikini m1d their Islands, 
Majuro, MH 2001 , p. 3) . Interested readers may also wish to consult lvlichael Light, 100 Suns, 
New York 2003. 
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Or perhaps entirefy predictable, from a geopolitical standpoint. ''You 

know our demands", said the martyr-pilots (strictly to themselves). "And 

we know you cannot accede to them .. .. We know what you will do 

instead . . .. We are certain your answer will be military . . .. We anticipate 

your idiot leader blurting out the word crusade . . .. What you will do will 

vindicate our analysis point by point, humiliation by humiliation, and 

confirm the world of Islamism in its despairing strength .... And you will 

do if because there is no answer to our image-victory, yet you (because 

humiliation is something in which you have no schooling) have to 

pretend there is one."14 

The terrorists (to put it only slightly differently) followed the logic of 

the spectacle to its charnel-house conclusion. If, to trot out D ebord's 

over-famous aphorism again, "the spectacle is capital accumulated to the 

point where it becomes image",15 then what more adequate encapsula

tion of the process could there be but the World Trade Center (with its 

multiplication of the terminally gigantic by two)? And what other means 

of defeating it - its social instrumentality, that is, its power over the 

consuming imagination - than have it be literally obliterated on camera? 

We are rehearsing a logic, not endorsing it. But we believe that only 

by recognizing what was truly "modern" in the martyr-pilots' strategy 

truly the opposite of a desperate, powerless, atavistic pinprick; truly the 

instigator of the state's present agony - will the Left be able to move 

toward argument with the new terrorism's premises and upshots. At the 

level of the image (here is premise number one) the state is vulnerable; 

and that level is now fully part of, necessary to, the state's apparatus of 

14 In an al-Qaida statement released in the wake of the Madrid bombings, the organization 
announced that it hoped Bush would win the ovember election, b~cause he acts "with force 
not wisdom", and "Being targeted by an enemy is what will wake us from our slumber'' . Cited 
in M. Rodenbeck, 1 slam Confronts Its Demons', Ne111 York Revie~v of Books, April29, 2004, 
p. 16. 

15 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith, New York 1994 (first 
pub. 1967), p. 24 . 
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self-reproduction. Terror can take over the image-machinery for a 

moment- and a moment, in the timeless echo chamber of the spectacle, 

may now eternally be all there is - and use it to amplify, reiterate, accu

mulate the sheer visible happening of defeat. It is a confirmation of the 

terrorists' hopes that after the first days, in the US, the fall of the Towers 

became exactly the image that had not to be shmvn.16 The taboo only made 

the afterimage more palpable and effective. Everything in the culture 

went on, and still goes on, in relation to that past image-event; nothing 

in the culture can address the event directly. The silence of so-called 

"popular culture" in the face of September 11 has been deafening. (It is 

as if the commercial music of America in the mid-twentieth century had 

had nothing to say about war, or race, or the D epression, or the new 

world of goods and appliances. It had plenty - partly because the adjec

tive "popular" still pointed to something real about its audiences and raw 

materials. That was long ago, of course: the present total obedience of 

the culture industry to the protocols of the War on Terror - its imme

diate ingestion and reproduction of the state's interdicts and paranoias -

is proof positive, if any were needed, of the snuffing out of the last 

traces of insubordination in the studios of Time Warner.) 

The logic of the pilots was part fantasy, we would argue, part 

(proven) lucidity. We could reply to it by saying that the new terrorists 

succumbed to the temptation of the spectacle, rather than devising a 

way to outflank or contest it. They were exponents of the idea (brilliant 

exponents, but this only reveals the idea's fundamental heartlessness) 

that control over the image is now the key td social power; and that 

image-power, like all other forms of ownership and ascendancy under 

capitalism, has been subject to an ineluctable process of concentration, 

so that now it is manifest in certain identifiable (targetable) places, 

16 A Bush campaign commercial in March 2004 broke the rule of invisibility, and was taken off 
the air (with grovelling apologies) in a matter of hours. 
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monuments, pseudo-bodies, icons, logos, manufactured non-events; 

signs that in their very emptiness and worthlessness (the Twin Towers 

as architecture were perfect examples) rule the imaginary earth; and 

whose concentrated, materialized nullity gives the new terror a chance 

- to frighten, demoralize, turn the world upside down. 

Once upon a time (and still, as we write) bombers went out into the 

city with their sensible holdalls, or their windbreakers a little more 

tightly zipped than usual. Once upon a time the shrapnel sliced through 

livers and skulls in neighborhood restaurants, street markets, dance halls, 

breeding the contagion of rumor in the narrow streets, sapping the will 

of a class or colonial enemy, driving its cadres back into the isolation -

the demoralization - of "home:'; eroding, that is, the patterns of socia

bility (patterns of fear and enforcement, yes, but embedded in a wider 

and deeper universe of loyalties) that had held a regime together. 

ow a new breed of bomber has understood that in the society they 

are attacking such networks of sociability are secondary: not absent, not 

irrelevant, but increasingly supplanted by a ghost sociability which does 

not need its citizens to leave home for its key rituals and allegiances to 

reproduce themselves. The terror of September 11 had a handful of 

targets (our tendency to make it, in memory, simply "the bombing of 

the Twin Towers" is not untrue to the logic of the event). The perpe

trators knew full well that they lacked the means to spread out through 

the wider social fabric and bring day-to-day business to a halt. And they 

believed, rightly or wrongly, that in present circumstances they did not 

need to. What they did was designed to hold us indoors, to make us turn 

back and back to a moving image of capitalism screaming and 

exploding, to make us go on listening (in spite of ourselves) to the 

odious talking heads trying to put something, anything, in place of the 

desolation. 
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Ill 

More than one commentator since September 11, particularly over the 

last two years or so, has tried to make sense of the special desperation 

of the state's conduct in the aftermath. David Runciman has gone so far 

as to argue that what is happening amounts to a genuine mutation of the 

international state system: 

Suddenly, the Hobbesian view that states and states alone have the 

power to operate under conditions _of lawfulness is threatened by the 

knowledge that even the most powerful states ate vulnerable to assault 

from unknown and unpredictable sources. It can now be said that in the 

international arena "the weakest has the strength to kill the strongest," 

or they would do, if only they could get their hands on the necessaty 

equipment. This, potentially, changes everything ... . 

The common view that 11 September 2001 marked the return to a 

Hobbesian world is therefore entirely wrong. It marked the beginning of 

a post-Hobbesian age, in which a new kind of insecurity threatens the 

familiat structures of modern political life. In one sense, of course, this 

insecurity is not new, because it catries echoes of the natural uncertain

ties of individual human beings. But it is new for states, which were 

meant to be invulnerable to such paranoid anxieties. And since they ate 

not designed to deal with this sort of threat, even the most powerful 

states don't know what to do about itY 

I 

This strikes us as capturing something real. There are several things to 

be said in response. 

First, Runciman's atgument starts, very reasonably, from the idea that 

the state's new level of fearfulness is derived from the possible or actual 

availability of "weapons of mass destruction" to groups sheltering under 

17 D avid Runciman, ''A Bear Armed with a Gun", London RevieJv of Books, April 3, 2003, p. 5. 
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the wing of regimes hostile to the new world order, or rich and skillful 

enough to bargain with such regimes for a share in their military tech

nology. (fhe fact that such technology was usually, in the first place, eagerly 

provided by the states now quaking in their boots at the thought of its 

going astray - that fact ought to be entered into the reckoning, yes, if it 

can be done without too much repetitive "I told you so".) It is a slight 

embarrassment to Runciman that the attack which precipitated the change 

in the order of state relations used weapons that had nothing to do with 

the disintegrating international arms market. Nothing could be more 

foolish, of course, than to leap on Runciman's analysis at this point with 

sectarian glee, brandishing some tin-pot argument to the effect that from 

now on the real weapons of mass destruction are the media, that the war 

is a war of simulacra not bullets - that "the Fall of the Twin Towers Did 

Not Take Place". But we would argue that the present condition of poli

tics does not make sense unless it is approached from a dual perspective -

seen as a struggle for crude, material dominance, but also (threaded ever 

closer into that struggle) as a battle for the control of appearances. 

We agree with Runciman (against many on the Left who would prefer 

al-Qaida to be a last-gasp, exotic, pathetic, pre-capitalist phenomenon) 

that the September bombings are a distinctively modern symptom. What 

they point to, far beyond the specific atrocity and its grisly religious fuel, 

is a new structural feature of the international state system: that the histor

ical monopo!J of the means of destruction by the state is notv at risk . That new 

feature has many causes. Technological advance is one of them. The rise 

of a worldwide secondary market in arms - partly the result of the chaos 

attending the end of the Cold War, partly a natural product of the 

neo-liberal commodification of the globe - is another. Likewise the 

contracting-out of more and more military services to a shady corporate 

world, again something that neo-liberalism began by warmly recom

mending to its client nations. The permeability of borders obviously 

matters, and has become another major item in the new paranoia. But 
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that fact is linked to a deeper and more pervasive reality, which again is 

a product of the "globalization" these same states are committed to -

and on which their bloated home economies depend. Failed states is the 

term of art for this reality - this constitutive feature of the world we 

live in - from which the personnel and ideology of September 11 so 

unmistakably arose. 

"Failed states", "rogue states", "weak states", "societies left behind by 

modernization" - the diagnoses are legion, and the facts they point to 

complex. Let us simply assert here, with the problem of September 

specifically our object, that "failed states" seem to us a structural element 

of the international system- a product, a necessity, of the new universe 

of globalization. There is no ontological distinction between the success

fully weakened and permeable states on which the world order now 

thrives and those whose weakness has become chronic fatigue and disin

tegration, and whose embrace of foreign capital has widened just enough 

to include independent arms dealers, warlords, and drug cartels. 

There is a link here, clearly, to our previous argument about the neces

sity of weak citizenship to the state's internal health. Weak citizenship, 

then, at the spectacular center; and weak states in the "world economy'' 

which the center works endlessly to exploit. A weak state is one whose 

local defenses against imperial control have (through the implanting of 

"bases", the rifling of natural resources, the helping hand to local elites 

in the event of indigenous revolt, and neo-liberal penetration by the 

corporations) all been satisfactorily dismantled. A failed state is one 

where the logic of abjection has been carried, 6ften imperceptibly, too 

far - so that suddenly the "flourishing" economy shatters, the bribes no 

longer produce the shoddy goods, the death rates climb, the effigies of 

Uncle Sam are paraded through the streets, and up in the mountains or 

in the university dormitories young men and women cover their heads 

and study The Art of War: We could say with only the slightest edge of 

exaggeration that failed states are the typical - determinant - political 
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entities of tl1e world left behind by the Cold War, "crash programs", and 
the attentions of the IMF. 

The events of September, it is common knowledge, were directly the 

creature of this world of despair. They were trained for in Jalalabad, paid 

for in Riyadh. But saying so does not in the leas t conflic t with the 

perspective - that of spectacle - from which this chapter began. O ne of 

the key phenomena of the "failed state" reality we have been describing 

is the power of al-Jazeera, and the runaway world of Islamist websites 

(as the US has learned, much to its chagrin.) Nothing enrages a certain 

young Arab intellectual so much as the sight of people his own age, 

surrounded by an urban fabric arrested midway on the path to post

modern squalor, clutching their cellphones and telling their video worry 

beads. One of the formative moments in the education of Muhammad 

Atta, we are told, was when he came to realize that the "conservation" 

of Islamic Cairo, in which he had hoped to participate as a newly trained 

town planner, was to obey the logic of Disney World. 

Failed states are a hideous amalgam of the feudal, the Nasserite 

"national", and the spectacular - that is the point. Intellectuals brought 

up in such circles of hell need no lessons from postmodern theory about 

where power lies in the chaos around them, and what means might be 

available to contest it. They draw conclusions - cruel and mistaken ones, 

in our view, but emerging from a treadmill of pain and hopelessness we 

can only dimly guess at - and choose their weapons. 

v 

We return to the pivotal sentence from D ebord. "To this list of the 

triumphs of power we should add one result which has proved negative: 

once the running of the state involves a permanent and massive shortage 

of historical knowledge, that state can no longer be led strategica!!J." This 

can be unpacked in various ways. First, there is what we might call the 
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Kissinger problem - the problem of weak citizenship in relation to the 

actual, brutal needs of empire. (This is understandably an obsession of 

the old Peace-Prizeman. He for one has never recovered from the 

Vietnam syndrome.) A tension exists - let us put it mildly- between the 

dispersal and vacuity of the public sphere, which is necessary to the main

tenance of "consumer society", and those stronger allegiances and 

identifications which the state must call on, repeatedly, if it is to maintain 

the dependencies that feed the consumer beast. Weak citizens grow too 

soon tired of wars and occupations. To this long-term dilemma is now 

added another. A state that lives more. and more in and through a regime 

of the image does not know what to do when, for a moment, it dies by 

the same lights. It does not matter, as we have said before, that "econom

ically" or "geopolitically" the death may be an illusion. Spectacularly it was 

real. And image-death - image-defeat - is not a condition this state can 

endure. "There now exists a threat", to quote Runciman, "which makes 

some states feel more vulnerable than their subjects." 

We would put it differently. Of course, as materialists, we do not believe 

that one can destrqy the society of the spectacle ry producing the spectacle of its destruc

tion. This is the nub of our tactical dissent from September 11, leaving 

aside our strategic rejection of terror as a political means (of which more 

later). But the present state does not share our skepticism, it seems. It 

feels the cold hand of the image-event at its throat. It lives and relives 

the moment its machines always had lying in wait for it - the violent 

rendezvous of speed with enormity, the non-human of technology 

meeting the non-human of accumulation. As if Cheops himself had 

looked on while the Great Pyramid was split in two by a bolt from the 

sun. Just in time for Good Morning America. 

The spectacular state is obliged, we are saying, to devise an answer to 

the defeat of September 11. And it seems it cannot. Of course many of 

the things it has tried out over the past four years have ordinary military, 

neo-colonial, grossly economic logics underlying them. The invasion of 
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Iraq is the obvious case in point. We too take seriously the idea that 

factions within the US administration had long thought the impasse of 

"sanctions" intolerable, had thirsted for oil, had dreamt of a new bridge

head in an increasingly anti-American region, and so on. These 

arguments we shall return to. But at the very least it can be said that the 

manner in which these policies were acted on finally - they had been the 

pipe dreams of the ultra-Right in Washington for more than a decade

has been a barely credible mixture of blunder, gullibility, overreach, lip

smacking callousness (hardly bothering to disguise its lack of concern at 

the "stuff happening" in the streets of Kandahar or Baghdad), unfath

omable ignorance and wishful thinking, and constant entrapment in the 

day-to-day, hour-by-hour temporality of the sound bite and the suicide 

bomb. And where, in the end, is the image the war machine has been 

looking for - the one to put paid to the September haunting? Toppling 

statues, Presidents in flight jackets, Saddam saying "Aah", embedded 

toadies stroking the barrels of guns ... wake us (wake the whole world 

of couch potatoes) when it's over. 

The Towers keep falling; and now they are joined by the imagery of 

Abu Ghraib. One studiously moderate historian of the age of European 

empire had this to say, recently, about what marked the colonized world 

off from the generality of empires preceding it. 

Europeans were by no means the only rulers with a superiority complex 

vis-a-vis their subjects. But they displayed this complex in an exceptionally 

systematic, self-conscious way, and in an unusually wide range of 

symbolic settings. They were ingenious in devising methods to humiliate 

non-Europeans, and unusually skilled at encouraging those they ruled to 

internalize an inferiority complex.18 

18 D avid Abernethy, The Dynamics of Global Dominance: European Overseas Empires 1415- 1980, 
New Haven and London 2000, p. 12. 
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'~n unusually wide range of symbolic settings." Of course the setting 

in the photograph we use as our frontispiece is in a sense ordinary, 

unimaginative. The box, the hood, the wires, the electrodes - these are 

the banalities of evil. The US is still learning the ropes. What is extraor

dinary, nonetheless, is the fact of torture and dehumanization becoming 

an image in the way they did here - in the midst of a battle for ''hearts 

and minds" - and one that instantly dismantled the rhetoric of libera

tion. It did so because it concentrated - crystallized - a whole previous 

history of horror and resistance. "Traffic was flowing freely again 

through the city's eastern gateway at the Square of the 1920 

Revolution", reported the New York Times during a lull in the battle for 

Najaf. And added by way of explanation: "a monument to a Shi'ite 

uprising against British troops". 19 (It might have explained further: an 

uprising that took place just two years after Britain created the entity 

called Iraq, taking the colonizers utterly by surprise.) Thus the export of 

democracy continues. 

v 

It seems that the state does not know what to do in these circumstances. 

This do~s not mean it is on the path to real strategic failure, necessarily, 

or that it will prove incapable of pulling back from the imperatives of 

the image-war and slowly, relentlessly, accommodating itself to the needs 

of a new round of primitive accumulation. The hatchet men and torture 

brigades (professionals, not part-timers from 'Appalachia) are being 

retrained as we write. "Road maps" are to be thrown in the trash can. 

Failed states become weak states once more. "Democracy" proves unex

portable. Iran and Syria join the comity of nations. Exit Wolfowitz and 

Makiya, mumbling. 

19 Ne111 Yo1:k Times, Augus t 14, 2004. 
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States can behave like maddened beasts, in other words, and still get 

their way. They regularly do. But the present madness is singular: the 

dimension of spectacle has never before interfered so palpably, so insis

tendy, with the business of keeping one's satrapies in order. And never 

before have spectacular politics been conducted in the shadow - the 

"historical knowledge" - of defeat. It remains to be seen what new 

mutation of the military-industrial-entertainment complex emerges from 

the shambles. 



3 

PERMANENT WAR 

Hobbes's insistence on power as the motor of all things human ... 

sprang from the theoretically indisputable proposition that never

ending accumulation of property must be based on a never-ending 

accumulation of power . ... The limitless process of capital accu

mulation needs the political structure of so "unlimited a Power" 

that it can protect growing property by constantly growing more 

powerful. 

- Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism 

To what extent did September 11 , and the American state's responses to 

it, usher in a new geopolitical era? This is a question about empire. It 

leads to another: To what extent have the events of September 11 

obliged - and provided an opportunity for - American capital and its 

state executor to embark on a fresh phase of imperial business as usual? 

We take up these questions here, this time by examining the historical 

trajectory of US militarism. 

So far in the book, our key terms of analysis have been spectacle and 

capital. There is a third aspect to the present reality- war (and its ghostly 

double, peace). And the concepts "war" and "the state", as Randolph 

Bourne never tired of arguing, are deeply linked - in a sense, mutually 

constitutive. This is one aspect of the story that follows. Another is the 
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link between war and modernity. For nothing could be more mistaken 

than to take the recrudescence of war in the present conjuncture as part 

of a turn to the past. World War Two was already a twenty-four-hour, 

mechanized conflict coordinated by remote control and the embryonic 

technics of the computational and the virtual, whose flourishing in due 

course made possible a new stage - a new pervasiveness -in the image

management of society. The whole cyberworld, in consequence, bears 

the marks of its origin in the needs and fantasies of Central Command. 

The Revolution in iVIilitary Affairs is recognizably the highest (we should 

say, the quintessential) achievement of the "information age". 

War, in a word, is modernity incarnate. It is the force that has engen

dered, and given specific form to, the technical powers now at our 

disposal. And we ~hall only properly grasp these powers' partiality- what 

they are capable of, and what human capacities and possibilities they are 

dedicated to annulling - if we return to the real world from which they 

issued. The world of empire, that is, and "the pursuit of politics by other 

means". It may even be that the famous phrase from Clausewitz is a 

touch too optimistic. For war, thus far in human history, has not been an 

"other", or optional, means of political conduct. It has been what poli

tics most fully and essentially is. This is the story we mean to tell in what 

follows - not in order to intimidate or demoralize the "peace move

ment", but to put it in mind of the enormity it aims to oppose. 

The American state's most salient post-September 11 responses have 

been invasion and military occupation in Afghanistan and Iraq. In reac

tion, many voices have contended that the post-September 11 moment 

- in the brushing aside of national sovereignty, superannuation of the 

United Nations, completing the computerization of warfare, or the 

seizure of power by a cabal in the White House basement - marks the 
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beginning of a new age in d1e militarization of politics. We will argue, to 

the contrary, iliat these invasions and occupations are, for ilie most part, 

of a piece wiili an almost unbroken line of imperial American military 

interventions, stretching back almost two hundred years. That is, railier 

ilian an historical rupture, iliey mark ilie elevation- into a state of perma

nent war- of a long and consistent pattern of military expansionism in 

ilie service of empire. Moreover, we will argue iliat ilie pretexts trundled 

out as cover for dlls most recent phase in ilie imperial project likewise 

fit wiiliin a long-standing set of legitimizing casuistries. 

Military excursions have served as ilie primary strategic element in a 

history of relendess imperial expansion - from the Monroe Doctrine of 

1823 ilirough ilie Cold War to ilie present. September 11 both prodded 

and emboldened ilie state to commence ilie next series of moves in an 

established expansionist pattern, facilitated by - and facilitating - an 

ever-increasing US military presence iliroughout key regions of the 

world, and by ilie structures of fealty and dependence such a presence 

establishes. As D onald Rumsfeld immediately saw it (proposing ilie inva

sion of Iraq within days after the World Trade Center attacks), 

September 11 "created ilie kind of opportunities iliat World War Two 

offered, to refashion ilie world".71 

This is not to deny, however, iliat ilie American state is now sailing 

into uncharted, highly treacherous waters. It is groping to manufacture 

an adequate reply to ilie spectacular defeat of September 11 . More 

generally, ilie state feels ilie need, boili strategic and spectacular, to 

respond to ilie unbearable dispersion beyond nation-states of ilie means 

of mass violence. In dlls regard, ilie "regime change" operations against 

state powers in Afghanistan and Iraq have only momentarily veiled ilie 

incoherence of US efforts to put ilie weapons genie back in the botde. 

And iliese new killing-fields have again created conditions in which 

71 Ne1v York Times, October 12, 2001 . 
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non-state forces are gauung momentum, adherents, and the military 

wherewithal to deliver the next round of blows. 

The long-cherished fiction of America as the "reluctant power" has 

been utterly abandoned since September 11. If the invasion of Iraq, by 

barely prepared forces clearly lacking sufficient allies, was not evidence 

enough of American eagerness for martial aggression, the 2002 National 

Security Strategy's frank declaration of intent - its prospective self-vindi

cation for the use of preemptive, unilateral force - clinches the case. In 

this new explicit posture, however, the ideological frames used to explain 

its aggression become vulnerable: regarding Iraq, "terrorism", "weapons 

of mass destruction", and "human rights" are already stretched to trans

parency. And without such covering tissue, the American state may have 

difficulty maintaining the level of passivity required of a domestic popu

lation already restive under the shocks of neo-liberal policies turned back 

on the homeland. 

What we shall picture here is no smoothly gliding imperial machine, 

but rather a clumsy, lurching apparatus, responding contingently, and by 

no means moving in a single direction. evertheless, the different, even 

competing, vectors - any combination of which may at some point 

gather sufficient weight to propel the US into a new aggression - ulti

mately present American empire with tactical rather than strategic 

decisions. That is, despite often inchoate rationales and uncontrollable 

specific outcomes (including some ignominious retreats72
), each military 

intervention is intended to serve an overall strategic project of pressing 

American power- and the potential for Western capital entrenchment in 

"emerging markets" - ever further into vital regions of the globe. It is 

the constant pressure exerted by this project that provides the impetus -

with which particular and local interests combine at different, often 

seemingly random, moments - to push the war machinery into action. 

72 Notably, the early-twentieth-century occupation of the Philippines, Lebanon, Somalia, and 
Vietnam. 
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At the same time, the repeated use of military force, to whatever imme

diate end, serves also to normalize itself, and to keep the machine running. 

Any analysis that claims a single casus belli to explain the war on Iraq, or 

indeed any given intervention, without paying full heed to the 

momentum of this thoroughly militarized, deep strategic project, will be 

fundamentally incomplete. Before examining the current components of 

American imperial militarism, therefore, we have to bare the historical 

foundation on which it rests. 

II 

:Military expansionism by the American state begins as soon as the US 

displaces Britain from its position as hegemon of the northwest Atlantic. 

Once the War of 1812 had ended the last serious British designs on the 

Atlantic side of sub-Canadian Nortl1 America, the US utilized its newly 

enhanced and professionalized armies to begin a period of rapacious 

expansion. This early reach to the south and west was intended to 

provide tl1e US with vast tracts of agricultural land. But it was the quest 

for markets to service this increasingly commercial agrarian economy that 

pushed the arc of American control further and furtl1er afield. 

General Andrew Jackson's preemptive military strikes into Florida 

quickly brought about capitulation by Spain - which was preoccupied 

witl1 rebellions in South America - and sale of the territory to the US in 

1819. The following decade saw intense rivalry among Britain, Spain, 

France, and tl1e US over the vast resources and markets of newly inde

pendent South American states, and among the US, Russia, and Britain 

for what eventually became the American Northwest. In 1823 President 

James Monroe rebuffed diplomatic alliances regarding these potential 

spoils, and issued a belligerent proclamation that all of the Americas was 

now off-limits to the European powers. The Monroe Doctrine threat

ened preemptive military action in response to any European challenge 
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to its planned hegemony in the Western Hemisphere: "Interposition" in 

Latin America by any European state would lead to an American riposte 

"indispensable to their [the newly independent nations'] security". And 

for domestic consumption, the proclamation conjured the first in a long 

line of chimerical "threats" to the US: any European attempt to unduly 

influence the "destiny" of any Latin American state would be viewed as 

"the manifestation of an unfriendly disposition toward the United States 

... dangerous to our peace and safety". 

Destiny and its scriptural echoes were everywhere audible in the rhet

oric of expansion over the next several decades. As the US digested the 

vast Louisiana and Florida territories it had added in the flrst quarter of 

the nineteenth century (accelerating in the process the mass slaughter 

and displacement of American Indian populations), the eyes of 

American capital turned to the Pacific Coast, and to the immense Asia 

trade which might flow through its ports. The "Panic of 1837" intensi

fied the search for new foreign markets, at the same time as the new 

steam-driven rail and river networks (linked by the telegraph) powered 

further expansion westward. 

President James Polk oversaw an intensive period of aggressions in the 

direction of the Paciflc, including the annexation of Texas (1845), and a 

war with Mexico (1846) resulting in US sovereignty over California. This 

• American demonstration of willingness to wage war on the continent 

forced Britain to cede the Oregon territory to the US, and compelled the 

French and Spanish to back away from the Yucatan. The ideological 

mantle for these aggressions was the closed, deadly logic of "Manifest 

Destiny": that it is good and proper for America to make use of its might; 

and, conversely, that if the US does so, it must be for the good. Note how 

the credo played on the notion of America as God's own and only state; 

and in its references to the defense of "humanity" and the "rights" of 

conscience we glimpse the prehistory of military humanism: 
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In its magnificent domain of space and time, the nation of many nations 

is destined to manifest to mankind the excellence of divine principles; to 

establish on earth the noblest temple ever dedicated to the worship of the 

Most High - the Sacred and the True. Its floor shall be a hemisphere -its 

roof the firmament of the star-studded heavens, and its congregation an 

Union of many Republics, comprising hundreds of happy millions .. . . 

It is our unparalleled glory that we have no reminiscences of batde 

fields, but in defense of humanity, of the oppressed of all nations, of 

the rights of conscience, the rights of.personal en£ranchisement.73 

How direct the line from this remarkable piece of nineteenth-century 

dissimulation - by a slave-holding nation continuing the genocide of 

Native Americans and about to commen ce a war of annexation against 

Mexico - to the pieties of contemporary American ideologues : 

"Freedom and fear are at war, and we know that God is not neutral 

between them".74 

The Civil War and recovery from it put further territorial acquisition 

temporarily on hold. But the pace of industrialization spurred by the war 

meant that expanding markets were now crucial to the health of 

American capital. At first, the remnants of the Union army were used 

solely to reinvigorate the push west to the Pacific Coast, completing 

along their way the crushing of native populations. But soon the rich 

resources, cheap labor supply, and potential markets of the Caribbean 

and Latin America - as well as control over the planned Panama canal -

proved too tempting. President William McKinley deployed the Monroe 

D octrine as the centerpiece of propaganda for the Spanish-American 

War of 1898. Along with the "threat" reprise, centered on the sinking in 

73 Texas politician and editor John L. O'Sullivan's original text iteration of Manifest Destiny in 
"The Great Nation of Futurity", vol. 6, issue 23 (1839), pp. 426-30. 

74 George W. Bush, Address to Joint Session of Congress, September 20, 2001. 
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Havana harbor of the. battleship Maine- a sort of pelagic Twin Towers 

- it was saving "our little brown brothers" (McKinley) from Spanish 

oppression that was offered to explain the US annexation of Puerto 

Rico, Guam, and the Philippines, and the occupation of Cuba. The war 

also served as cover for the annexation of Hawaii, which had been a 

D ole Company "republic" since 1893. 

Though the Spanish-American War was a broad success for American 

militarism, its aftermath presented US empire with specific new chal

lenges, as a result of which the modern American imperial structure took 

shape. I t was immediately apparent in Cuba, and soon became clear in 

the Philippines, that Old World-style colonization- permanent occupa

tion and direct rule - was unmanageable: too costly, too unwieldy, and in 

the Philippine case requiring an open-ended, brutal and bloody (a half

million or more Philippine deaths) repression. Traditional colonies, 

already seen to be gravely sapping European powers, needed replacing. 

What emerged was a form of indirect control which established the 

lineaments of twentieth-century American imperialism: invasion, often 

preceded by massive bombardment primarily intended to terrorize and 

"pacify" the civilian population; the establishment of long-term US mili

tary encampment, and the build-up, corruption, and subordination of 

the local military; and, in the "peace" that follows, reconstruction into a 

new (weak) state, under terms dictated by the US and its corporate 

clients. The new polity is then administered by local elites, whose brutal

ities substitute for those of the withdrawing American power. 

Using this new formula, the Platt Amendment (1901) set terms for the 

independence of Cuba which was to follow the exit of American troops: 

Cuba "consented" to an ongoing US right to intervene militarily - which 

it did four more times by 1920. And to further enable the US "to main

tain the independence of Cuba", the US entitled itself to lease such 

Cuban lands as were necessary to establish American naval bases (the 

origins of US sovereignty over Guantanamo Bay). 



86 AFFLICTED POWERS 

In 1903 the US military landed in Colombia to facilitate the "independ

ence" of what was to become Panama, and thereby secured control over 

land for the canal. It did so under a new statement of military belliger

ence now referred to as the Roosevelt Corollary (1904) to the Monroe 

Doctrine: as a "civilized nation" , the US had the right to military 

intervention anywhere in. the Western Hemisphere to stop "chronic 

wrongdoing" - nominally including foreign meddling but primarily 

meaning resistance to American-supported oligarchies by local popula

tions.75 A few years later the US invoked the Corollary while invading 

icaragua (1912) to secure the Americap agribusiness, mining, and trans

port interests which had controlled and looted the local economy for a 

half-century- what President Taft at the time unblushingly referred to as 

the exercise of "dollar diplomacy". US Marines remained for twenty years 

in Nicaragua as "international police" to prop up local commandantes. And 

in a precursor of the oil-money-for-reconstruction scam in Iraq, US 

banks were granted control over all Nicaragua's customs collections, and 

the money used to pay off national "debts" to US corporate interests. 

Conventional accounts of President Woodrow Wilson draw a portrait 

radically unlike that of his martial predecessors: a lean and somber intel

lectual, preaching first American "neutrality", then (reluctantly) warfare 

to "make the world safe for democracy" and for "self-determination of 

peoples". Behind the Presbyterian cant, however, Wilson carried on the 

American imperial project full force, sending waves of troops to pacify 

Haiti (1915) and enforce a customs receivership there like the one in 

Nicaragua; to punish insurgents in Mexico (1916); and to occupy the 

D ominican Republic (1916) - all in the run-up to America's first foray 

into the European motherland. 

75 "Chronic wrongdoing" by Latin Americans is still on d1e military plate. Head of me US 
Soumern Command General James Hill, testifying (lVIarch 24, 2004) before the House 
Armed Services Committee, complained about being left out of me recent flash-flood of 
cash to me military for me War on Terror. But we have "radical populists", he volunteered, 
"You know, 'emerging' terrorists". 
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Following the mass slaughter of World War One, an overwhelming 

societal battle fatigue led to a period of relative military quiescence for 

the US, as had happened in the years immediately after the Civil War. 

During the 1920s, "Pan Americanism" - military and economic support 

for compliant Latin American and Caribbean ruling classes, in their 

efforts to control the local populations - proved a workable alternative 

strategy, though US military forces were still busy in the region: well into 

the 1930s, the Marines and Navy continued to occupy Nicaragua and the 

Dominican Republic, and to enforce the US hijacking of customs 

payments in Haiti. Capital's great crisis of the 1930s, however, and 

Japan's growing threat to a free American hand in East Asia, meant that 

for the US the time of imperial retrenching would be short-lived. 

Ill 

The still prevailing reading of the Cold War, even among commentators 

on the Left, is of an ideologically driven US military, arrayed throughout 

the world as a defensive bulwark to contain Communist expansion. And 

indeed, the attempt to establish and maintain ideological advantage was 

a major factor in the evolution of particular Cold War aggressions- the 

US- and Saudi-funded mt!}ahidin in Afghanistan being a prime example. 

But the notion of a primarily "defensive" American state during the Cold 

War is exposed as vaporous by even a cursory look at the crucial years 

following World War Two. 

Rising post-war unionism, plus a deep recession in 1949, had plunged 

American capital into crisis. President Harry Truman, with Secretary of 

State D ean Acheson and shadow secretary John Foster Dulles, responded 

by crafting a new military Keynesian strategy, encapsulated in the noto

nous ational Security Council Report 68 (April 19 50). A vast increase in 

military spending was to be combined with a policy of aggressive military 

engagements and emplacements across the globe- essentially militarizing 
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all international relations, and thereby solidifying the Pentagon's role as a 

prime engine of domestic and global capital expansion. Within three 

months of NSC 68, the US was dispatching hundreds of thousands of 

troops into Asia, ostensibly to support the new Korean War effort. 

"Korea saved us", said Secretary Acheson. "Korea has been a blessing", 

said General Van Fleet. "There had to be a Korea either here or some

place else."76 onetheless, with the US military still occupying the moral 

high ground in the aftermath of World War Two, and with the ideology 

of anti-Communism operating both to rationalize the war and to 

bludgeon what litde domestic dis·sent appeared, few made the connection 

between the Korean War and the newly emerging Asian markets. 

Within the larger project of militarizing an expansionist foreign policy, 

the Korean War was crucial to the establishment of vast permanent mili

tary complexes throughout Asia (begun in 1945 with the occupation of 

Japan). Under cover of the Korea "police action", the US military budget 

tripled in only two years. Most of this massive increase, however, went 

not to prosecute the war in Korea but to increase the number of US 

bases throughout the world, and to build a nuclear stockpile. As part of 

this strategic turn, the US picked up the pace of aggression and military 

entrenchment across the globe. The list of Cold War-era US interven

tions - a lethal combination of invasion, incursion, and coup-support -

is dizzying: overthrow of the Mosadeq government in Iran (1953); 

staging of a coup in Guatemala (1954); Marines landing in Lebanon 

(1958); dispatch of 20,000 troops to the Dominican Republic (1965); 

overthrow of the civilian government in Indonesia (1965); defeat of 

Allende in Chile (1973); proxy war in icaragua (1970s-80s); "civil war" 

in El Salvador (1980s); another incursion into Lebanon (1982-83); 

invasion of Grenada (1983); invasion of Panama (1989). 

76 Speaking to a political delegation from the Philippines in January, 1952, quoted in I. F. Stone, 
The Hidden HisfOIJ' if the Korean Wm; New York and London 1952, p. 348. 
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Most gruesome of all, of course, was the project to gain control of 

Southeast Asia. The assault on Indochina should remind us - hearten us 

- how close to the edge of failure the empire's militarized logic sometimes 

operates. US entry into Vietnam and Laos in the early 1960s filled a 

vacuum left by French colonial retreat. Initial intervention consisted of 

the familiar mix of money, arms, and military trainers, deployed in support 

of local cadres. (The recipe proved brutally successful during the same 

period in Indonesia - with the accompanying deaths of several hundred 

thousand.) Having miscalculated the depth and strength of resistance in 

Vietnam, however, the American military soon moved to a second stage 

- a sharp increase in military "advisers" on the ground and carpet

bombing from above. And finally to massive commitment of troops. 

When all of these tactics ultimately proved inadequate, the American 

state was faced with a double loss: the material failure to gain a bridge

head on the southern Asian mainland, and a defeat on the terrain of the 

spectacle. The war in Asia had nothing to do with "containment": there 

was no serious threat of Soviet control over Vietnam or Laos -

Southeast Asia was instead in the bailiwick of China, which had just 

broken with the Soviets, and was too preoccupied by internal struggles 

to pose a direct threat. o, what haunted American leaders - and what 

led them to continue the carnage long after it had ceased making strategic 

sense - was the prospect of defeat, coupled with mutinous barracks and 

a riotous home front, becoming a worldwide televised image of failure. 

As it now haunts them again, from the back streets of Fallujah, Najaf, 

and Baghdad. 

IV 

In the decade following the end of the Cold War, the US engaged in a 

nearly continuous barrage of aggressions. By the year 2000, the annual 

US military budget was greater than that of Russia, China, all European 
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NATO states, and Israel combined. About 27 percent (roughly $450 

billion) of the federal budget in 2000 went to current military spending, 

and another 15 percent or so ($200-240 billion) on related residual 

expenses (pensions, plus interest on the national debt attributable to mili

tary expenditures - figures the government never includes in its official 

military budget statistics). Bear in mind, all this was before the invasions 

and occupations of .. Afghanistan and Iraq, and the massive outlays on 

"homeland security". Before September 2001, the US already deployed 

some 285,000 troops and Pentagon personnel in at least 130 countries 

around the world. And these figU.res fail to include either the militarized 

operatives of the many US spy agencies, or the rapidly increasing 

numbers of civilian "security" subcontractors - mercenaries - now so 

much in favor. By 2001, there were over 700 officially recognized US 

military bases around the world, not including numerous secret installa

tions and de facto US facilities operating under local flags of 

convenience. The post-Cold War US project had also become thoroughly 

dependent on exchanges, training, and exercises undertaken directly with 

the officer corps of armies around the globe (in over 100 countries in 

2000). Not to mention the trade in arms: at this point the US sells over 

50 percent of all the weapons put into circulation in the world market. 

The past ten years of interventions have displayed a certain tactical 

variety - but strategically, the logic has been unchanging. The 1990-91 

Gulf War provided Bush Senior with a much-needed, if ultimately futile, 

surge in domestic political support. But the war served solid imperial 

ends: it gave the Pentagon an opportunity to establish and expand its 

bases in the Gulf, to demonstrate its willingness and ability to use direct 

force in the region, and to begin the debilitation of Iraq. In the Clinton 

years, between 1993 and 2000, the enforcement of sanctions and the 

ceaseless air war on Iraq served to justify the need for US troop strength 

in the Gulf, while continuing to "soften" the Iraqi military and state 

apparatus, preparatory to invasion. The relentless bombing of Iraq also 
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normalized in the American public mind the notion of making war there; 

when full-scale war was finally launched, the US public was ready to 

accept even the flimsiest of pretexts. 

These broad objectives notwithstanding, the bombings also served 

particular parochial interests. For example, the Clinton administration's 

June 1993 missile attack on central Baghdad had no immediate cause or 

purpose other than to demonstrate Clinton's "mettle", and to win him 

Pentagon support early in his presidency. Similarly, in September 1996 

the US launched a series of missile attacks after Iraqi forces attacked 

Kurds in the north; the military knew well that this bombing would be 

of no tactical help to the Kurds, but again it served to normalize 

"punishment" of Saddam without risking American casualties. 

The 1992-93 in tervention in Somalia presented a similar mix of the 

tactically chaotic with the strategically consistent, though with an 

outcome that prefigured (on a smaller scale) the spectacular defeat of 

September 11. Bush Senior sent 25,000 troops to the immiserated, but 

strategic, Horn of Africa; "humanitarian relief" provided the cover for 

this massive emplacement, since neither the Pentagon nor the politicians 

could come up with even the faintest simulacrum of a threat to the US. 

In spring 1993, Clinton sent still more troops to Somalia, in an attempt 

to alchemize an entirely new state apparatus in thrall to the US - much 

like the current bunkered "governing councils" in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

(Somalia was also an early instance of the US bullying the UN into 

providing a fig-leaf "international community" cover.) The Somalia 

occupation spun out of control, however, with US casualties, large 

numbers of Somalis killed by US troops, and finally the internationally 

televised horror show of "Blackhawk Down" - the mutilated body of a 

US soldier being dragged in front of exultant crowds. Withdrawal 

followed in a matter of weeks. The images of failure and degradation 

in Somalia prefigured, in a minor way, the September 11 attacks: the 

US's new "smart" bombs dropped on Iraq, Sudan, and the Balkans 
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throughout the remainder of the 1990s were intended, in part, to erase 

the memory of spectacular defeat in Mogadishu. 

The Balkans was the other theater of major US bloodletting in the 

1990s. After four years without direct American engagement in the civil 

war there, in 1995 Clinton ordered the bombing of Bosnian Serbs. There 

was no real tactical objective, since his State Department was at the same 

moment scuttling th_~ Dayton peace talks. But the bombing did serve the 

larger strategic interests of the empire: a year after the Somalia retreat, it 

demonstrated renewed US resolve to use its military; and it reasserted US 

military authority over NATO, and thus-over Europe, while pushing the 

NATO envelope east, "out of area", thereby setting the stage for further 

US interventions under NATO insignia. 

The decade ended with Clinton ordering the massive bombardment of 

Kosovo and Serbia in the name of humanitarian aid for Albanian 

Kosovars. The bombs did little to stop Serb atrocities in Kosovo itself, 

and indeed led to a new round of ethnic bloodletting unleashed on 

Kosovan Serbs by returning elements of the US-armed "Kosovo 

Liberation Army" (the right-wing ethnic-Albanian nationalist militia 

described elsewhere by the CIA and State Department as a "terrorist" 

organization). As many commentators have since demonstrated, 

Milosevic was ready to withdraw before the bombing campaign, and was 

only prevented by the US continually changing the terms on which he was 

to capitulate. And without a US willingness to reconstitute the economy 

or civil society in Kosovo, the bombardment left the tiny region in a 

desperate shambles, which is how it remains more than five years later. 

Despite these tactical incoherencies - not to mention the thousands 

of civilian Kosovars (on both sides) and Serbs on whose heads the 

bombs were dropped indiscriminately - the military campaign 

continued. The appearance of assistance to Muslim Kosovars was 

intended to play well in Turkey, and across the Gulf region, as the US 

geared up for its next moves there. The war once again showcased the 
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"demonstration effect" of bringing down an intransigent political leader 

(Milosevic entered the rogues' gallery, alongside the other recent 

inductees, Noriega and Saddam). But perhaps most significantly, and 

regardless of the campaign's devastation of the country, it permitted the 

US for the first time to entrench its military in the Balkans: the massive 

(and massively fortified) Camp Bondsteel in Kosovo itself, and new 

bases in the suddenly welcoming Albania, Croatia, Macedonia, Romania, 

and Bulgaria.77 Connecting with Turkey, this line of military encamp

ments provides a direct bridge between Europe and the Caspian and 

beyond into Central Asia, and closer staging-grounds for strikes into the 

Middle East. Not incidentally, these new bases also permit the with

drawal of huge numbers of troops from Germany - a prudent move, 

given the country's increasingly refractory populace. And the Kosovo 

campaign also tested the waters for a US military intervention without 

even the pretense of UN approval - waters into which it would dive deep 

only three years later. 

v 

We have aimed to establish here the structural template of American 

imperial expansion, against which in turn the ongoing wars in 

Afghanistan and Iraq can be viewed. Regardless of the tactical details of 

various invasions, occupations, and retreats, the US empire has followed 

a long and consistent strategic path - centered on and driven by military 

engagement - to force regional penetration and exploit the existing or 

resulting "weak states". And throughout this history, certainly no less so 

over the past several decades, what passes for "peace" has prefigured -

has been structured to prefigure - an endless series of wars. 

77 Camp Bonds tee! is situated directly on the route chosen for the long-planned AtvffiO trans
Balkan oil pipeline, as well as "Corridor 8" of a proposed vast pan-European transport and 
communications network. 
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We want to emphasize here how the reality of permanent war renders 

inadequate the notion of "peace" as an oppositional frame or strategy, 

and puts paid to the purported difference between an American state in 

the hands of a "war party" as opposed to a "party of peace". Let us put 

our case conditionally: Unless the anti-war movement comes to recog

nize the full dynamics of US militarism- to understand that peace, under 

current arrangements, is no more than war by other means - then 

massive mobilizations at the approach of full-dress military campaigns 

must inevitably be followed by demoralization and bewilderment. 

A reminder about the 1990s: that decade between wars had meant, through 

sanctions, a million Iraqi deaths, more or less - during peace, no one 

bothers to count - from starvation and disease. And not only sanctions: 

the bombing never stopped. Between July 1997 and January 1999 alone, 

American aircraft flew 36,000 sorties over Iraq. After eight years of deci

mation from the air, Iraq was now "lacking in assets", a phrase that 

points to the deep historical connections between state terror and impe

rial peace. "They make a desert and call it peace": the great quote from 

Tacitus still drives to the heart of the matter. States are deeply war 

machines, and the peace they make is the peace of pacification. Always 

they are in search of better ways to make a desert. 

In this long history, the tactic of choice has been, overwhelmingly, 

terror from the air. No sooner was the chemical formula for gunpowder 

published in China in 1044 than the contest began to devise the most 

deadly casings for it, and the most efficient delivery systems. The frag

mentation bomb was a fifteenth-century Chinese device - shells filled 

with shards of porcelain for the maiming of "soft targets" - reinvented 

in 1784 by Henry Shrapnel. European historians are pleased to call the 

hundred years between Waterloo and the Somme the "long peace", but 

this was a century in which the area of the world under European 

imperial control grew from 35 percent to 85 percent - a theft made 



They make a desert ... ', Fallujah, Iraq, November 2004 



96 AF FLI CTED POWERS 

possible, in large part, by bombardment of undefended towns and cities. 

The century's catalogue of incendiary pacification is staggering. In 1854 

an American naval bombardment destroyed San Juan del Norte in 

Nicaragua. The British protested the bombing of a city without defenses, 

but two years later they burned down Canton in exactly the same way, 

and in 1863 destroyed the Japanese city of Kagoshima with an offshore 

bombardment. Valparaiso in Chile was similarly devastated in 1866 by 

the Spanish Navy; Alexandria razed in 1882 by British Navy shelling: 

"During the night the city was transformed into a sea of fire". 78 

At the 1899 peace conference at the Hague- when the Wright brothers 

were still tinkering on the ground, only dreaming of flight- it was already 

well understood tl1at the most serious threat to civilians came from the 

air. When the "small countries" argued for the total prohibition of air war, 

the imperial powers baulked, with Lord Wolseley putting the British case. 

The line of argument, revealing his lordship as absolutely modern, was 

both humanitarian (bombing would "shorten the length of the 

campaigns") and progressive ("Restrictions on scientific inventions 

deprive a nation of the advantages which accrue from its scientific men 

and from the productive capacity of its manufacturing establishments").79 

In 1924, the infamous Air Marshal "Bomber" Harris, then a young 

squadron leader in the Iraq air campaign, wrote: "The Arab and Kurd 

now know what real bombing means in casualties and damage. They 

know within 45 minutes a full-sized village can be nearly wiped out and 

a third of its inhabitants killed or injured" . One of Harris's colleagues 

added: ''Air control is a marvelous means of bringing these wild moun

tain tribes to heel. It is swift, economic and humane."80 

The logic of aerial bombardment as delivery of state terror - wholly 

78 Sven Lindqvist, A History of Bombing, New York 2000, p. 18. 
79 Quoted in D. C. Watt, "Restraints on War in the Air before 1945", in i'vlichael Howard (ed.), 

&straints on War: Studies in the l.Jmitation of Armed Conflict, New York 1979, p. 117. 
80 Quoted in S. M. Menon, "Iraq - 'Terror Bombing', Starvation and Mechanical Force", 

Eco11omic and PoliticalfV'eek!);, January 2- 9, 1999. 
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apart from tactical military purpose - reached apocalyptic extremes in 

World War Two. There were over for ty cubic meters of rubble for every 

inhabitant of Dresden.81 The figure for Tokyo was never calculated, 

though it would have been an appropriate job for Robert McNamara, 

then a junior statistician on the staff of General Curtis Lemay, tasked 

with creating an optimally efficient fJ.testorm over Tokyo and sixty-six 

other Japanese cities. The business of managing the post-1945 peace was 

put in the hands of the new institutions of post~war capitalism, 

the IMF and the World Bank, to which McNamara - paradigmatic 

accountant/hit-man for the new militarized neo-liberalism - was to 

move directly after his time at H arvard Business School and the Ford 

motor company, and as overseer of the carpet-bombing of Southeast 

Asia. Capital's post-1945 strategy was conducted within the peace estab

lished in the days following the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 

a permanent peace as pacification, under the shadow of the atomic bomb. 

The record, then, is clear. Preemptive terror by shell, rocket, and 

bomb is at the core of nineteenth- and twentieth-century imperialism. 

Peace and terror are, from the perspective of imperialists and civilizers, 

inextricable. How could this fact- that airborne terror has been a central 

"pacifying" experience for millions of modern humans - surprise 

anyone at the beginning of the twenty-fJ.tSt century? And yet this is one 

of the triumphs of the spectacle: that despite the mushroom cloud and 

the "smart bomb" - or perhaps because of them - it has scotomized 

bombing as terror from the air.82 The history of pacification remains 

the peace movement's doppelganger. 

81 In the bombing of German cities in the latter stages of the wac, some 600,000 civilians 
burned, choked (fuestorms sucked the oxygen from the air) or boiled to death. "Bomber" 
Harris referred to the blanket bombing as "Hamburgerisation". The bombing plan was 
drawn up by Air Marshal Portal, who in 1934 in Aden had assisted Air Marshal Trenchard, 
architect of the aerial bombardment of Mesopotamia. The imperial bombing line is direct 
from Iraq to Germany and back again. 

82 A report (released October 28, 2004) in the British medical journal The Lancet calculates over 
100,000 civilian deaths in Iraq since the start of the invasion (not including in Fallujah, site of 
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It is no part of our argument, however, that bombing campaigns 

always have the pacifying effects intended. Often they do, but sometimes 

not. The circumstances of the surrender of Japan may have · led 

McNamara -like Rumsfeld after him in Iraq - to believe that the US air 

force could bomb the Vietnamese into submission. It was Me Iamara, 

too, who calculated the megatonnage necessary for the US nuclear 

arsenal by doubling (as a margin of error) the number that would ensure 

the annihilation of the Soviet Union, and then doubling it again just in 

case: here was the deep structure of the post-war peace - a version 

of terrorism dubbed "deterrence" (and sharing its etymological roots), 

based on a policy of bombing on a genocidal scale; in the limit case, 

threatening to repeat Hiroshima a thousandfold. 

Yet neither atomic stockpiles nor militarized accounting could prevent 

the defeat of the US in Indochina. Nor does the present US war machine 

display much confidence about where the fifteen-year-long pulverization 

of Iraq has led it. Especially so because the bombing was premised on 

the assumption that the perpetrators could go on indefinitely making war 

from a distance, with no need to "fear vengeance in their homeland from 

the peoples whose homelands were their theatres of war". 83 The 

bombing of Manhattan, however, has threatened to change the terms of 

engagement. 

The long history of imperial bombing, in other words, has now seen 

a new form of "blowback". The events that brought on the current crisis 

of the US state depended on the very technologies that underpinned US 

global hegemony and its "force projection" for over a half-century: the 

planes that struck the World Trade Center were in origin World War Two 

some of the occupation's heaviest fighting) . The estimates may go much higher, but what is 
most striking for our point here is that 95 percent of the civilian deaths were the result of 
aerial bombing. 

83 Eberhard Spetzler, L11jtk1ieg tmd Memc/;/ichkeit, Die Vo/kerrechtliche S te/!mtg der Zivilperso//e/1 i111 
L11jtkrieg, Gottingen 1956, quoted in Sven Lindqvist, A History of Bo111bi11g, p. 20. 
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bombers adapted in the 1960s for mass tourism and business travel, . 

refunctioned by Atta and his crew as weapons of mass destruction. The 

components of this new anti-imperial resistance are, of course, manifold 

and complex. But whatever else this resistance believes and imagines, 

it knows well that imperial war is a permanent condition; it suffers no 

paralyzing illusions on the score of "peace". 

Fundamental to pacification strategy is the fact that direct military inter

vention, and the devastation it brings, provides a smokescreen for the 

replacement of insufficiently cooperative local political cadres by (more 

or less) loyal "assets". The chaos, instability, and violent factionalism left 

in the wake of armed intervention lead to "creative tensions", to quote 

D onald Rumsfeld, within which the US can operate more easily and 

invisibly than with a normally functioning local state apparatus. 

Further, the total militarization of territory permits permanent US 

emplacements, not only in the war zone but also in its periphery (known 

in military cant as "Wy pads"). And with these bases comes a military 

bureaucracy that operates as a shadow government (with the help of 

compliant NGOs), primed to "advise" and "assist" the region's weak 

states. The Balkans and its new bases come to mind. Similarly, the US 

used its war on Afghanistan to establish or expand thirteen new bases 

across Central Asia. And the invasion of Iraq has resulted in the 

construction of new military installations in Qatar and Djibouti, plus 

major expansion of extan t bases around the Gulf- all in addition to the 

"enduring camps" (fourteen by most recent count) that will remain long 

term in Iraq itself. 

The chaos of ongoing war also provides camouflage for the implan

tation of external economic forces: the pumping up of an addictive 

regional arms trade, and the military and its contractors acting as 

advance men for "development" capital (e.g. pipelines, terminals, trans

port and communications sys tems), which gains a stranglehold on the 



I 00 AFFLI CTED POWERS 

weak states that emerge from the melee. In the longer term, warfare's 

devastation of infrastructure requires an infusion of handouts and 

investment with various neo-liberal conditions attached. In all of these 

ways, war's service to capital is to set the stage for the trinity of crude 

accumulation: the enclosure and looting of resources; the creation of a 

cheap and deracinated labor force; and the establishment of captive 

markets. 

But even apart from these specific imperatives, modern imperial strategy 

seeks to impose dominant military presences in crucial regions even 

1vithout kn01ving exactjy what or h01v well capital1vill do in the particulm· site of 
intervention. That is because even if an intervention fails to bring about a 

coherent market structure in a given weak/ failed state, the entrenchment 

there of the US military succeeds in the planting of a fulcrum for future 

regional maneuvering. For example, there is very little to interest 

American capital in Panama itself - the canal is no longer significant to 

a commercial world that maintains entirely separate ocean fleets. So, 

neither the US military's leveling of central Panama City during the 

deposing of Noriega, nor feeble efforts to rebuild it, have been of much 

moment to American corporate power. But the invasion did serve to 

reestablish US control over the Panamanian military, and to reenergize 

US military presence in Central America as a base for the future disci

plining of the problematic South. 

The Balkans provides another case. American intervention (piled on 

top of the civil war) so devastated Kosovo that more than five years later 

no one, except various mafias, is the least interested in its potential for 

development. But the American state still judges its campaign strategi

cally successful - ignoring the false premise that the bombing "brought 

Milosevic to the table" - because the US military now occupies the 

vacuum in the Balkans c~eated by the Soviet collapse and withdrawal. 

Likewise, capital has little direct interest in Afghanistan. But - in 
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addition to its role in the US response to the September attacks- the war . 

there made possible extensive new American bases and inter-military 

connections throughout Central Asia. 

Because of these broad, long-term phenomena, it mqy not matter greatfy 

to the larger strategic project whether the invasion of Iraq results in a 

newly constituted coherent state open to market penetration under neo

liberal orders, or ends in a chaos of factionalized, fratricidal zones of 

brutal and shifting tribal or sectarian control. That is because a few key 

areas of even a partitioned, permanent state-of-siege Iraq might still be 

encapsulated for the exercise of Western capital- Basra, Rumaila, and the 

southern oil fields; Mosul and northern Kurdish (also oil) regions. More 

essentially, the war will have succeeded strategically to the extent it has facili

tated a significantfy greater permanent US military presence in Iraq and much else of 
the Middle East (including the desired subtraction of Saudi Arabia from the 

equation), positioned there for the next phase of imperial projection. 

Of course, there may be serious consequences for the American state 

if the so-called restructuring process abjectly fails in most of Iraq. A 

failed state may provide fertile ground for the growth of still more 

unpredictable resistance in the region. And the degeneration of Iraq into 

protracted civil war, into a Shi'ite theocracy, or into mini-fiefdoms 

beyond central governance, may yet prove a real defeat - a defeat with 

strategic consequences - in the American state's struggle to reestablish 

plausibility on the terrain of spectacle. 

Permanent war, finally, seeks always to normalize itself, and in the process 

to relativize the notion of "peace" . Expansionist military interventions, 

if embarked on regularly enough, serve to maintain the image of war as 

an unexceptional part of the state's external political life. Weak citizen

ship is crucial to maintenance of social control, but even weak citizens 

must be inured to the extraordinary phenomenon of planes, missiles, and 

soldiers slaughtering people - and getting killed in their turn - around 
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the globe. In order for domestic and "coalition" populations to consume 

war passively, they must have its (sanitized) images fed them in a constant 

stream. Concomitantly, frequent war keeps the liberal mind satisfied 

with, and mostly unquestioning of, the cruel peace. Even those who go 

into the streets when outright war is under way find it much more diffi

cult - and we include ourselves in the company - to muster similar 

emotional energy in the face, for example, of the slow death from disease 

and malnutrition of hundreds of thousands of Iraqis under "sanctions". 

Regular eruptions of war also stoke a culture of terror. The stifling 

and repression of domestic opp.osition. - the direct terrorizing of citi

zens - is rationalized in the name of (homeland) security, patriotism, 

support for the troops. At the same time, frequent war is a way of 

rendering visible, through images of bloodshed - the indirect terrorizing 

of citizens - the "threat" against the nation which, because of its falsity, 

cannot otherwise be shown. (As these lines are written in San Francisco, 

the Blue Angels fighter planes are roaring and booming only a few feet 

overhead, with many in the crowd on the ground cringing, then laughing 

nervously, and finally nodding casually at "just entertainment". The same 

planes over Gaza City reveal their true business.) 

VI 

What we have been describing is the relentless structural energy that 

keeps the empire forever poised and leaning towards war. Our argument 

is that without recognizing this ever-present (im)balance of forces, it is 

never possible to comprehend how the vast war machine has come to be 

set in motion once again. Implicit in this argument is a rejection of the 

explanatory capacity of any lone gunman theory of military intervention 

- oil, Likud, Bush family vengeance, etc. However, we certainly do not 

dismiss such contingencies. The empire's strategic apparatus may always 

be teetering in the direction of military intervention, but its levers must 
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still be pulled. And that is where contingency comes into play- a Hydra 

of greed, hubris, mania, and bureaucracy. Iraq is a case in point. 

We have argued previously that spectacular defeat was one precipitating 

factor in the Iraqi case, intermeshing with a new set of imperial ambitions 

and the hungers of specific sectors of capital. But there are also the banal

ities of the state's inner life. There is always, need we say it, an almost 

constant drumbeat for war from the Pentagon: military careers to be 

made; an unending stream of ludicrously expensive weapons systems 

(new nuclear weapons; further failed prototypes of missile defense; satel

lite-guided drones) to keep on-line; and the bottomless Pentagon 

procurement/ production/ disbursement appetite to feed. And increasingly, 

wars - more so than sanctions? coups, and the various forms of corrup

tion - funnel massive profits to those sectors of corporate capital best 

represented in the state apparatus. The details of the exponential expan

sion, and privatization, of military expenditure, and the Pentagon / 

Washington/ corporate revolving door, have been thoroughly aired by 

others. Suffice it to say that this set of crude economic imperatives has 

reached unprecedented levels in the post-Cold War era, so that what we 

describe as "military neo-liberalism" - the true globalization of our time

has replaced and outstripped the military Keynesianism of a previous age. 

As many have noted in the context of Iraq, ideological contingencies 

must also be accounted for: zealots of various stripes frequently gain the 

ear of the state. These range from the particular (Zionists in the White 

House and Pentagon, obsessed by the task of removing Saddam) to the 

generically imperial (the "demonstration effect") to the imperiously 

sociopathic ("Every ten years or so, the US needs to pick up some crappy 

little country and throw it against the wall, just to show the world we 

mean business"- :Michael Ledeen, holder of the "Freedom Chair" at the 

American Enterprise Institute84
) . 

84 Quoted in Hmpers, June 2003, p. 11. 
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Shifts in international power relations may also play a role. The post

Cold War need to restructure NATO - to push its field of operations 

eastward, and to reassert US control over it -led to US engagement in 

Kosovo. The desire to rid the UN of any authority over war-making, and 

to substitute the judgment of the apocryphal "international commu

nity", was certainly part of the US push to invade Iraq. And some have 

argued persuasively that US concern over a battle between the dollar and 

the euro, particularly as the currency of oil, was a factor in the drive to 

Baghdad. 

Finally, like most other self-respecting internationalists, we have 

always been inclined to dismiss the notion that domestic politics can 

drive imperial decision-making. We still reject "drive", but it is clear that 

domestic considerations do indeed play a role in the launching of mili

tary interventions: war in Kosovo was certainly intended, in part, to 

"upgrade" Bill Clinton's image as a leader; both Bushes seem to have 

hoped that war would distract the citizenry from economic troubles at 

home; Korea was in large measure a response to American capital's late 

1940s domestic crises; and even the classic Monroe Doctrine was crafted 

in part to help John Quincy Adams- then Secretary of State and author 

of the Doctrine speech - in his upcoming presidential bid. Moreover, 

since the Reagan era, enormous military expenditures justified by threat 

to the homeland have provided cover for massive deficit spending by 

self-defined fiscal conservatives. When combined with radical tax cuts 

for the corporate and individual wealthy, this deficit spending has 

permitted the American state to plead poverty as it/dismantles the social

democratic contract forged in the 1930s. 

These, then, are the primary contingencies. One of them pushing in 

the direction of a particular military action is almost always insufficient 

on its own. However, when several such contingencies align, the preex

isting structural inclination toward war may set off military intervention 

regardless of the likely tactical efficary of the particular action - that is, even if the 
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chances are slim of achieving any definable political goal. Further, once 

critical momentum toward military aggression is reached, the interven

tion is likely to begin even though the various constituents cannot agree on 1vf?y. 
Regarding Iraq, it is now clear that when it embarked on its invasion, the 

US had no sense of whether its market-happy post-war reconstruction 

"plan" had any real chance of success. And the various elements and 

factions pushing for the war were so fragmented, even contradictory, that 

by their own admission they were forced to come up with a consensus 

rationale for the start of the invasion - weapons of mass destruction -

which none of them actually believed. 

VII 

The invasion of Iraq has seen the state scrambling to keep its rationales 

for war one step ahead of the polite, self-policed queries of the media. 

So far, the spectacular enormity of the September 11 events has 

permitted the propaganda machine to maintain the necessary propor

tionality. That is, the plausibility required of any domestic ideological 

cover for a military incursion is directly proportional to the scope of the 

intervention . and inversely proportional to public perception of the 

"evil" being addressed. So, even the most ludicrous invention -

protecting American medical students from the depredations of proto

Communists - was sufficient to excuse the exceedingly brief and 

bloodless (American blood) invasion of Grenada. And the attack on the 

Taliban could be legitimized as part of a general War on Terror because 

the Twin Towers event was still recent and emotionally raw. 

The war on Iraq may turn out to be different. Regardless of its shifting, 

counterfeit details - weapons of mass destruction one day, links to al

Qaida the next- it has been the notion of a direct threat to the American 

people that has had the most staying power. The "threat" motif has a long 

history, of course, and reactivates Cold War reflexes. And indeed there 



I 06 AFFLICTED POWERS 

was a real attack on September 11, which still angers and frightens. But as 

the bodies and bills from Iraq keep mounting, and as the insurgency 

shows no sign of abating, the amalgam of threat rationales for the new 

war and occupation may well begin to lose their proportional grip. C'f/e 

suspect that not a few of the Washington directors of the occupation 

privately hope for a steady diet of reinvigorating terror attacks beyond 

Iraq itself.) The US propaganda machine now frequently slips into its 

"humanitarian intervention/ implanting democracy" mode, with this new 

legitimization of the occupation meant implicitly to revise the reasons for 

the war itself. This tactic too has. a long imperial history. But it has gained 

new momentum in the last decade or so. 

One of our abiding concerns about the state's return to such ratio

nales for military incursion is the extent to which segments of the Left 

are willing to accept these propositions within a kind of "humanitarian 

internationalism", permitting human rights discourse to short-circuit 

their otherwise thoroughgoing distrust of the state. They have lost sight 

of the fact that in the hands of the imperial state, humanitarian interven

tion inevitably becomes "mercy by any means necessary", and in recent 

examples ends up following a monstrous logic of its own: the 1989- 90 
invasion of Panama left much of Panama City razed by bombing and 

60-80,000 homeless; the Kosovo intervention unleashed a new round of 

ethnic retribution and resegregation and left the entire region ravaged 

and in the hands of various mafias; and the continued occupation of 

Afghanistan has led to tl1e return to power of the warlords (with undi

minished conditions of degradation and terror for women in most places 

outside of Kabul) and a return almost exclusively to an opium economy 

... "They make a desert and call it peace". 

Willi regard to Iraq, in particular, ilie long-term domestic purchase of 

ilie humanitarian rationale already seems in jeopardy. Even on television 

the US public cannot help but see the difference between the man-on

the-street Iraqi and the slithering "leaders" - when rarely they are shown 
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these days - hand-picked by the US to serve as brokers for the occupa

tion. And the very racism that has helped feed an undiscr.im.inat.ing call 

for vengeance against Saddam-al-Qa.ida-Taliban- Arafat at the same 

time works to diminish public support for enormous oudays of bodies 

and cash for "ungrateful" Iraqi recipients of freedom. 

In the end, however, the picture we have tried to paint in the preceding 

pages exceeds the question of justification altogether. For ultimately, as 

Hannah Arendt saw it .in the chapter's epigraph, the endless accumula

tion of armed power proposes itself (or wishes to propose itself) as the 

very basis of the social order. This is the point of Arendt's invocation of 

Hobbes. "For if we could suppose", says Hobbes, "a great Multitude of 

men to consent .in the observation of Justice, and other Lawes of 

Nature, without a common Power to keep them all .in awe; we might as 

well suppose all Man-kind to do the same; and then there neither would 

be, nor need to be, any Civill Government, or Common-wealth at all; 

because there would be Peace without subjection" .85 For Hobbes, of 

course, the supposition was counterfactual. But because of this, no one 

has ever spoken more lucidly about the kind of sovereign he knew to be 

real (the kind we have been describing) : "He hath the use of so much 

Power and Strength conferred on him, that by terror thereof, he is 

ina bled to forme the wills of all .. . . And .in him consisteth the Essence 

of the Common-wealth".86 

By terror thereof. To forme the wills of all. And whoever calls this 

into question proposes an end to what we know of politics as such. 

85 Thomas Hobbes, LeviathaN, ed. C. B. Macpherson, Harmondsworth 1968 (flrst pub. 1651), 
p. 225. 

86 Ibid., pp. 227-8. 




