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“The significant problems we have cannot be solved at the same level of thinking

with which we created them.”

                                                                                                -Albert Einstein

Introduction 
 
This year, ISME’s central topic of discussion focuses on the issue of ethics as it pertains to ‘irregular’ or ‘nonconventional’ warfare. Given the increasingly complicated face of combat operations in both Afghanistan and Iraq, it is clear why these issues concerning the ethics of nonconventional warfare be ushered to the forefront of contemporary dialogues. Ethical challenges regarding aspects of nonconventional conflict, counterinsurgency, stability and peace-keeping operations, the use of nonconventional weapons, and the need for common notions of ethics and military leadership among coalition forces are all important and relevant issues in the ongoing military ethics discussion. Indeed, there is a certain urgency and immediacy to dealing with and making better sense of these issues, so that they might be quickly codified into official military doctrine, training, and policy. The expedient resolution of these concerns is not to be left for mere armchair speculation. Rather, it is nothing less than what we owe to soldiers on the ground who must deal with these problematic ethical issues first-hand; ones that we here mostly just talk about.

             While these concerns are unquestionably important, discussions surrounding the ethics of nonconventional warfare seem to begin at a starting point that already presupposes what war fundamentally is and furthermore what constitutes instances of its irregular or nonconventional expression. These presupposed conceptual categories regarding warfare are ones that we bring to the table before the discussion even begins and are therefore relatively subconscious and oftentimes completely transparent to us. Thus, the focus of my paper is essentially a call for us to take a step back for a moment, and to reassess just what it is that we are talking about. Particularly, what do we mean by ‘war’? And furthermore, what do we mean by ‘regular’ and ‘irregular’ instances of war? For it is only within the confines and parameters of a sufficiently rigorous and adequately defined concept of warfare (both convention and unconventional) can we even begin to start building an ethics pertaining to it.


In this paper I assert that the current paradigm that dominates most contemporary debates regarding military ethics is one of an essentially outdated and obsolete Clausewitzian/ nation-state model. I argue that because of the assumed conceptual categories that come attached to this model of warfare, the subsequent notions of ‘where and on what level the battle is to be fought?’, ‘by what means do we fight?’ and ‘who or what are we actually fighting?’ have been erroneously and too narrowly defined; the outgrowth of this definitional narrowness manifesting itself in physical form as a series of problematic ethical dilemmas. 


What I offer in place of this model is one that attempts to view contemporary instances of warfare as surface structures expressive of a more fundamental cause. That cause, lying beneath the veneer of contemporary military conflict, I argue, is ultimately one of ideology, one of ideas, and one, essentially of memetics. Thus, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are not merely battles between physical military hardware, they are clashes between informational software expressing itself in physical form. War is a battle of memes.  


This being said, what my paper is essentially calling for is a willful shedding of the Clausewitzian/nation-state based model of military conflict and for the adoption of a new formulation of warfare better fit for the 21st century informational age, one with meme theory as one of its core features. By understanding modern warfare, both regular and irregular, in terms of memetic expression, the ethical dilemmas arising both ad bellum and in bello can be more effectively dealt with, partially dissolved, or averted altogether.

Before we take a look at some of the possible advantages that this new conceptual schema could present in regard to our understanding of warfare, let us first investigate the current Clausewitzian/ nation-state model presently dominating contemporary military thinking. 
Clausewitzian Warfare: A Brief Overview

In the longstanding history of military conflict, at least from the modern era onward, no other theorist has contributed more to the western understanding of warfare than Karl Von Clausewitz. The vast lineage of modern military theorists, from Von Moltke to Liddell-Hart to Mao to Guevara can all be traced back in some way, shape, or form to the writings of this influential Prussian war philosopher. Occurring in the wake of the Napoleonic Wars, Clausewitz’s magnum opus, On War, ushered in a new theory of warfare, with a comprehensiveness and complexity never seen before. In it, we find a new conception of warfare grounded not in mere tactics on the battlefield, but rather explained in terms of overarching structures that transcended tactical, operational, strategic, or even grand strategic considerations. War as a continuation of politics by other means, the idea of absolute war, and the concept of the ‘paradoxical trinity’ between the army, the state, and its people are some of the key concepts introduced by Clausewitz in On War. While an in depth investigation into the many theoretical principles and nuances of On War far exceeds the scope of this paper, such an investigation is also unnecessary.

What is at the heart of Clausewitz’s work, and the relevant feature I wish to now highlight, is a presupposed ontology of war that is uniquely and fundamentally modern in nature. Whether we are talking about Clausewitz’s commentary pertaining to offense and defense, chaos and probability in warfare, the interrelation of war and politics, the famous ‘Clausewitzian trinity’, destruction of the enemy’s army in the field versus breaking of the enemy’s will, or Clausewitzian criteria for victory, the basic conceptual units and relations between those units found in On War reflect an overall characterization of warfare fit for Clausewitz’s particular epoch in history. Specifically, the conceptual schema under which Clausewitz operates, is essentially one of nation-state versus nation-state, with the sub-categories of the nation-state being comprised of, the army, the state, and the people, and with a confluence of intangible forces existing between them.
 Clausewitz’s genius is found in how he captures the relationship and subtle interplay between these conceptual units.

But this conceptual schema does not end with Clausewitz. Rather, extrapolations of the Clausewitzian/ nation-state based model of warfare have continued to dominate and permeate virtually every facet of military thinking up until the present day.  Sometimes stated outright, sometimes implied, sometimes transparent to its users, this understanding of warfare has been the pre-given model that contemporary military doctrine is formulated and explained in terms of.  Consequently, the ways in which we have viewed and conducted combat operations in Iraq and Afghanistan thus far, have been the logical outgrowth of this conceptual map. But the terrain has changed. 
As Dr. George Lucas notes in his paper, ‘This is Not Your Father’s War, Confronting the Moral Challenges of Unconventional War’, in the twenty first century, we have begun to enter into, what we might call the postmodern battlefield.
 As we do so, we carry with us the vestiges of a paradigm for warfare that grows increasingly deficient in mapping onto this present-day battlefield. In what Clausewitzian/ nation-state model, with otherwise clean delineations between ‘us’ and ‘them’, between ‘the army’, ‘the state’ and ‘the people’, between battlefield and non-battlefield, could we even begin to make sense of agencies like Blackwater, the notion of peacekeeping operations, the amorphous nature of this so-called ‘terror’ that we are fighting, or even the recent shooting at Fort Hood? More importantly, how can we adequately explain the continued expenditure of energy, resources, and the lives of both soldiers and civilians despite satisfaction of traditional criteria for victory some 6 or even 8 years after the fact? Clearly, something is amiss. 
But what? What is it that is essentially being left out of our current conception of warfare in the twenty first century? If the current schema informing military decision-makers is indeed inadequate, then what is there to replace it with? To begin to answer these questions, let us first take a bit of a detour, and attempt to abstract away from traditional conceptions of warfare entirely. For perhaps the solutions to many of our problems on the battlefield, both strategic and ethical, are not to be found on the battlefield at all.       
Memetics: A Brief Overview

In his 1976 book, The Selfish Gene, Richard Dawkins first introduced the concept of the meme. Analogous to the biological ‘gene’, a meme is essentially a discrete unit or bundle of cultural information that seeks two main objectives, survival and self-replication. Sometimes referred to as a ‘thought virus’, a meme can be thought of as an idea with a life of its own that exhibits causal power over its host or carrier. The distinguishing factor between a gene and a meme comes down to their respective means of replication and transmission. Whereas a gene replicates solely by hereditary means (i.e. information is passed exclusively via sperm and egg) a meme’s transmission is not so limited. For instance, whereas a person inherits the entirety of one’s genetic code from his/her two parents, one’s memetic lineage can come from any number of  ‘parents’ not limited to his/her exclusive biological ancestry. For instance, a child might witness the behavioral attributes of his second-grade teacher and begin to imitate them himself, a scientist might read the writings of Newton and from this develop a new theory in physics, or a spoke-wheeled wagon might one day roll into an isolated civilization, thus spawning the invention of a new mode of transportation for that society.
   
With memetic science still in its infancy, debates continue over just what exactly constitutes a meme and what makes up its fundamental characteristics and features. Some theorists like Rober Aunger want to limit the definition of a meme to an identifiable physical correlate located exclusively in the human brain. Others like Susan Blackmore, want to extend the definition of memes to include instantiations existing outside of the brain such as in artifacts and in behaviors.
 Dawkins himself, originally offering a looser definition of memes that included non-neurological instantiations has since tightened his definition to encompass only those processes observable exclusively in the human brain. He states,
‘A meme should be regarded as a unit of information residing in a brain. It has a definite structure realised in whatever medium the brain uses for storing information. . . This is to distinguish it from phenotypic effects which are its consequences in the outside world.’

Dawkins’ move to a neurologically-exclusive definition of memes demonstrates the growing trend in the memetics community towards wanting to pin down this airy, nebulous concept to hard, empirically-testable science.  

As to whether or not memes truly exist in an empirically verifiable manner is still up for debate. To date, a meme has yet to be isolated in a beaker or captured beneath a microscope. Optimists like Aunger argue that with advancements in brain-imaging technologies like EEG, MRI, or PET we can at least begin to ‘see’ some of the neurological behaviors of memes at work without having yet isolated the hypothetical entity itself. 
 Thus, at this stage in memetic science, memes are like ‘quarks’ in Quantum Physics; they are theoretical placeholders, yet to be immediately observed, but are justified in being postulated by virtue of the explanatory work that they do.
 Opponents of this view argue that we are not warranted in speculating the existence of such theoretical entities at all and that until scientists definitively isolate a meme in physical form, such positing constitutes a clear violation of Occam’s Razor. Nonetheless, the meme concept has brought with it a tremendous amount of explanatory power and has at the very least, acted as a catalyst in considerations of cultural evolution and interplay. As Daniel Dennett states, ‘whether or not the meme perspective can be turned into science, in its philosophical guise it has already done much more good than harm’.
  
Even if memes only ever amount to a useful conceptual structure, and turn out to be nothing more than a Lockean fictum of sorts, so as long as we remember to treat them as such, then I argue we are in no worse shape than with our current conceptual model of warfare. For we speak of ‘the state’, the army’, ‘the people’, ‘terror’, ‘the insurgency’ etc. in our current military dialogues as if they are real entities that somehow exist over and above and in addition to the interplay of the empirically verifiable constituents which comprise them. Mind you, none of these overarching entities themselves have been yet empirically verified.  Assigning thing-hood to memes would thus commit the same violation of Occam’s Razor that our current Clausewitzian model is guilty of committing. At the very least, if both a memetics and clausewitzian account of warfare are ultimately just useful metaphors, a memetics model at least offers 1.) the possibility of perhaps one day being vindicated by eventual advancements in neuroscience 2.) a model that is much more fine-grained and nuanced than the current conceptual schema under which we have been operating. Thus, regardless of the empirical status of a meme in its own right, the meme concept provides us with, if nothing else, a highly useful explanatory apparatus applicable to cultural evolution, and for the sake of this paper, to the phenomenon of warfare and human conflict.  
A Memetics versus Clausewitzian Approach to Warfare in the Answering of Three Main Questions

How then does the concept of memes inform our understanding of warfare in the 21st Century? To answer this question, let us ask three other questions in hopes of shedding light upon some of the advantages that this conceptual schema might provide. Specifically, let us now compare and contrast a memetics approach to warfare with a Clausewitzian approach in responding to these three main questions; ‘who or what is fighting?’, ‘where is the battle taking place?’ and ‘what constitutes victory’?

Question Number One: ‘Who or what is fighting?’


Under the current Clausewitzian paradigm of warfare, the question as to ‘who or what is fighting?’ boils down essentially to the conceptual units of nation-state versus nation-state in an otherwise conventional expression of warfare. Indeed, it is true that the armies of the conflicting nation-states perform the actual violence in this model, but they do so ultimately on behalf of the political aims of the nation-state sending them into battle. Of course, there have been adaptations to this model (Trinitarian and Non-Trinitarian alike) that seek to account for non-conventional or asymmetric warfare and the influence of non-state actors still within a fundamentally Clausewitzian framework. Nonetheless, the conflict is still often formulated in terms of the nation-state versus some ‘other’, and furthermore, is done so in a mode of opposition that is fundamentally binary in nature.

Under a memetics formulation of warfare, the question as to ‘who or what is fighting?’ diverges from the Clausewitzian model in two major respects. First of all, under a memetics explanation of warfare, the main units that are fundamentally in conflict with one another are not nation-state versus nation-state or nation-state versus fill-in-the-blank (non-state actor, rogue state, insurgency, terror, etc.) but meme versus meme. That is to say that what is fundamentally at odds with one another, expressing itself in the form of human on human violence, is essentially the incommensurability of concepts. Secondly, the conflict or competition taking place between memes is not one of a binary opposition. Rather, it would seem that memes compete for survival and replication in somewhat of a free-for-all manner (meme vs. meme vs. meme) and not in a strictly binary state of opposition.          
Question Number Two: ‘Where is the battle taking place?’ 


These considerations naturally lead us into the second question of where the battle is fundamentally taking place. According to a Clausewitzian schema, in a conventional war, armies fight or plan to fight on an otherwise designated battleground that is decidedly away from the noncombatant populous and normal functioning centers of society. As we slide more towards expressions of absolute war or asymmetric warfare we see a bleed over and intertwinement of the battleground into urban and noncombatant areas. Nonetheless, in either of these scenarios, conventional or non-conventional, the battlefield is presumed to occur in and be confined to three-dimensional, physical space. This is an important distinction to note.

In a memetics model, the answer to the question of where the battle is really taking place is radically different from our current answer. Indeed, today’s battles occur in three-dimensional space day in and day out, from cordon and search missions on the streets of Baghdad, to room clearing operations in Fallujah, to dismounted patrols in the hills of Afghanistan. No one would deny the brute force of these facts. What I am arguing is that these cases of violent conflict are really physical instantiations, symptomatic of a more fundamental battle between memes occurring prior in what we might call ‘conceptual space’.        

Conceptual space, I argue, is the subjective, phenomenal world, correlating (but not reducible to) to objective brain-states, where memes interact and compete with one another, and flow from person to person and mind to mind. This is the world of thought and language and information, of ‘the intangibles’ in warfare, where ‘the will of the enemy’ resides, and where ‘the hearts and minds’ of the people are to be won. Closely tied to this idea of conceptual space is a theory of persons and a theory of institutions.
 
In our current conceptual schema regarding warfare, we regard the individual soldier to be an extension of the will of the army and the army, in turn, an extension of the will of the nation-state and the people. Thus, nation-state, to and through the army, to and through the individual soldier are regarded to be one, cohesive, unbroken conceptual unit.   Under this model, where the battle is taking place, and where the enemy is located ultimately resides at a location external to this conceptual unit. 

Conversely, under a memetics model, institutions (like the army or the state) and persons (like soldiers) are fundamentally permeable when it comes to the transmitting and replication of memes. That is to say, that memes flow through us and compete within us and that the true ‘battle’ occurs in conceptual space prior to its instantiation in physical form. What’s more, persons and institutions can and often are the embodiment of not simply one meme, but rather, a multitude of memes competing for survival and replication. Thus, the true battlefield is not to be found on any hill, street corner, or designated area of operation, rather it is to be found in every mind capable of thought, every means of communication between minds, and every artifact (book, word, sign, etc.) capable of bearing intentional content.    
 Question Number 3: ‘What constitutes victory’?

Lastly, let us look at the question as to what constitutes victory. Under a traditional clausewitzian model of warfare, victory comes when the enemy is incapacitated to the point where a nation can then impose its political will upon them. This occurs either by means of the physical destruction of the enemy’s army in the field or the breaking of the will of the opposing state and/or its people. 
Conversely, in a memetics model of warfare, victory is constituted by a meme’s successful replication or transmission. Successful transmission of a meme does not necessarily require the physical destruction of competing memes or hosts of competing memes. Rather, memes can replicate by means of conversion. As Aunger states, 
‘they [memes] can replicate via conversion, rather than construction of the neuronal substrate. Just as prion replication depends on a preexisting, gene-produced, normally folded protein molecules, and computer virus replication depends on preexisting artifactual memory, meme replication depends on preexisting, gene-produced brain structures.’

Furthermore, memes do not always display an inherent winner-take-all antagonism towards one another but instead demonstrate the capacity to achieve symbiotic relationships with one another, combining into mutually supporting ‘meme complexes’. To quote Aunger once again,
‘Memes are not go-it-alone replicators that compete with each other to minimize resource use and generation length as a means to increasing their relative rate of reproduction. In memetic evolution, it is often more complex memes that win evolutionary competitions, not simpler, hyper-parasitic memes.’


Thus, insofar as memes show the capacity to reach a level of coexistence with one another, a memetics paradigm of warfare has the potential to offer more avenues towards victory then the standard clausewitzian solution of either destruction of the enemy’s army in the field or the breaking of the enemy’s will.    
Conclusion


The sophistication of our strategy in war as well our ethics in war can only ever go as far as the sophistication of our concepts pertaining to them. The way in which we carve up the world with our concepts and with our language will then dictate the extent to which we are able to fight effectively and the extent to which we are able to fight justly. Girded too tightly by paradigms of old, as we enter into the battlefield of the twenty first century what we need essentially is theoretical breathing room, both strategically and ethically, in the form of new ideas, new relations, and new language. What I have thus offered in this paper, if anything, is a new heuristic for investigating the phenomenon of war different from status quo formulations.
Once we begin expanding our conceptual categories to take in new inputs previously thought to be irrelevant, we will be at a better overall vantage point to assess many of the difficult ethical problems arising on today’s battlefield. For instance, beginning to see some of the more subtle yet profound interrelations between the expression of military force, economics, ideologies, and informational flow and being able to develop a much more complex understanding of how these pieces interrelate and affect one another, marks the first step in solving some of the ethical concerns that arise from them. Once we’ve establish a better understanding of the complex network of socio-economic, political, ideological, and military relations, we can begin to define ‘points of leverage’ where resources and energy might best be allocated.  The punch-line to this paper is then this: perhaps sometimes the points of leverage in a military conflict are nowhere to be found on the physical battlefield.
Thus, I argue that by re-examining the ontological status of warfare itself and by reconsidering our actual concepts pertaining to it, we can begin to generate new, more effective strategies; strategies that are not only more effective but ones that are ultimately far more humane as well. 
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