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How Everything became War and the Military became Everything  , Rose Brooks (2016) 
 

In 1941, it took a coordinated attack by 350 Japa-
nese military airplanes to kill 2,403 Americans at Pearl 
Harbor. Six decades later, 19 men from 4 different coun-
tries— armed only with box-cutters— hijacked 4 civilian 
jets and caused the deaths of nearly 3000 Americans.  

The military’s main job, as scores of drill sergeants 
have bellowed at new recruits, is to “kill people and break 
stuff.” Imagine a timeline running from left to right, with 
potential calamity looming off to the right, somewhere in 
the hazy future—“Boom.” To the military, it’s all about 
staying “left of boom.” Nearly 10% of the U.S. population 
was in uniform by the end of World War II. More than 
7000 American military personnel have given their lives in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, and more than 50,000 have been 
wounded. 

When I married an Army officer, I began to under-
stand. I did more than just acquire new in-laws— I became 
part of the U.S. Army. I had no enlistment papers and no 
commission, but I had a rank: “Senior Spouse.” Our post, 
Fort Carson, Colorado lost more soldiers in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan than any other Army post in the country. 

The average member of the military is now better 
paid than civilian federal workers with comparable educa-
tion and experience. Americans also consistently say they 
trust the military more than any other public institution. As 
a result they increasingly treat the military as an all-purpose 
tool for fixing anything that happens to be broken. But ask-
ing the military to take on more and more nontraditional 
tasks requires exhausting our all-volunteer military force 
and necessitates higher military budgets. If your only func-
tioning government institution is the military, everything 
looks like a war— and when everything looks like war, 
everything looks like a military mission. 

The distinction between war and nonwar may be 
arbitrary, but we want it to be sharp and clear, because 
many actions that are considered both immoral and illegal 
in peacetime are permissible— even praiseworthy— in 
wartime. When war becomes the norm both morality and 
law begin to lose their guiding force. If we can’t tell wheth-
er a particular situation counts as “war,” we can’t figure out 
which rules apply. Ultimately, we lose our collective ability 
to place meaningful restraints on power and violence. 

As someone who went from a childhood of antiwar 
demonstrations and an early career in human rights to a job 
at the Pentagon and life as an Army wife, I have lived 
many of the contradictions that brought us to our current 
state of unbounded war. The nature of war abhors a vacu-
um. It expands until everything and everyone is subsumed 
by it. It resists all efforts at categorization and containment. 
We keep trying to lock it into a box, but war keeps break-
ing out again. Once set in motion, the machinery of endless 
war is almost impossible to stop. 

 The wars that wracked Europe in the 16th and 17th 
centuries led to the emergence of the modern nation-state, a 
form of social organization that proved far better at promot-
ing human welfare than the religious and feudal societies it 
displaced. Before the American Revolution, British naval 
power had protected the 13 colonies’ shipping from preda-
tion by the state-sponsored pirates of Africa’s Barbary 
Coast, and French assistance did the same during the Revo-
lutionary War. Piracy was part and parcel of state-on-state 
conflicts until 1856, when the major powers signed the Par-
is Declaration to end privateering. 

The fact that those believed to be al Qaeda or Tali-
ban detainees in Guantanamo were also believed to be “un-
lawful combatants” deprived them of any chance to present 
evidence demonstrating that this was not in fact the case. In 
2004 the Supreme Court roundly rejected the Bush admin-
istration’s argument that Guantánamo was beyond the 
reach of U.S. courts. The vast majority of detainees were 
captured by Pakistani agents or by Afghanistan’s Northern 
Alliance, who later turned them over to the United States, 
often in exchange for large bounties. The Bush administra-
tion fell into a trap of its own making: having told the 
world for years that the Guantánamo detainees were “the 
worst of the worst,” it proved difficult to persuade other 
states to accept many of the remaining detainees, even 
though most had by then been determined to pose no threat. 

A core legal principle is that no one should be pun-
ished or indefinitely deprived of liberty solely because of 
his potential future acts. In traditional wars there was no 
viable alternative to a preventive detention system. In the 
context of terrorism, it wasn’t even clear that it made sense 
to think in terms of “war”— and even if it did, the nontradi-
tional nature of the enemy made widespread error inevita-
ble. 

We tend to see the rule of law and the rule of force 
as polar opposites, and regard the idea of promoting the 
rule of law at gunpoint with suspicion and concern. “Stabil-
ity operations” is the new term for what was once derisive-
ly known as “nation building.” DoD leaders concluded the 
military had to get better at all those tasks once dismissed 
as marginal. As the Pentagon struggles to adapt to a world 
in which security threats come from increasingly diffuse 
sources— and the role of the military is consequently less 
and less clear cut— Africa has become a key laboratory for 
experimentation and change.  

Neutrality is embraced by humanitarian organiza-
tions for practical reasons as well as principled ones: aid 
workers are far less likely to be targeted by participants in a 
conflict if they are viewed as above the fray. It has often 
been our best instincts, not our worst that have led us to do 
harm in the world. 

Military construction and economic development 
projects take far too long and cost far too much, in part be-
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cause we want everything to satisfy stringent U.S. and in-
ternational quality standards. Our reconstruction projects 
are so elaborate that only those Afghans who already have 
wealth and power have the capacity to serve as subcontrac-
tors, with the result is that power is concentrated even more 
in the hands of the often corrupt and violent few. 

Defense Department personnel outnumber State 
Department personnel by a ratio of about 100 to 1. By vir-
tue of its sheer size, the Pentagon frequently ends up taking 
on any tasks for which other agencies lack the resources or 
personnel. The Bush administration “always wanted mili-
tary guys between themselves and whatever the problem 
was.” But the “gutting” of America’s “soft power” institu-
tions has led the Defense Department to take on many of 
these burdens that might have been assumed by civilian 
agencies in the past. It’s a vicious circle: as civilian capaci-
ty has declined, the military has stepped into the breach. 
Now DoD has the only available mechanism for marshaling 
massive amounts of effort and talent. 

Much of what the U.S. military does is no secret: if 
the general public is largely unaware of the expanding 
scope of military activities, it’s mainly due to lack of inter-
est. But “Special Access Programs” are governed by tight 
rules specifying how information is held and accessed. The 
military may even deny that the program exists in the first 
place. Since 9/11, larger and larger swaths of national secu-
rity policy have essentially vanished into the covert world. 
Almost everything publicly known about U.S. drone strikes 
comes from NGOs and the media. Historically, virtually 
every significant advance in distance killing has caused 
anxiety—the longbow, crossbow, firearms, cannon, ma-
chine gun, airplanes, etc. Drones are no exception. A recent 
Air Force study found that 29% of drone pilots suffered 
from “burnout,” (because of the personal nature of the kill-
ing) with 17% “clinically distressed,” even though they 
cause far fewer unintended casualties than other types of 
strikes. 

The individualization of warfare has the potential 
to bring war more in line with core human rights norms. 
Real-life computers have an excellent track record and may 
be far better than human beings at complying with interna-
tional humanitarian law. We humans have historically been 
quite bad at distinguishing between combatants and civil-
ians, even in traditional conflicts between the militaries of 
opposing states. Computers often seem to have better 
judgment. This has already been demonstrated in dozens of 
different domains, from aviation to anesthesiology. Might 
there be a legal and ethical obligation to use “killer robots” 
in lieu of “killer humans”? We humans are capable of mer-
cy and compassion, but we also have a remarkable propen-
sity for violence and cruelty. 

The CIA and other intelligence agencies must re-
port to the House and Senate select committees on intelli-
gence, but the military reports to the armed services com-
mittees, and both the Pentagon and the armed services 

committees have a strong aversion to letting the intelli-
gence committees horn in on their territory--the Gang of 
Eight: the Senate and House majority and minority leaders, 
and the chairs and ranking members of the House and Sen-
ate intelligence committees. The blurred lines also create a 
risk of “forum shopping,” tempting the executive branch to 
place a given targeted strike under the direction and control 
of whichever entity is deemed to have the most accommo-
dating congressional overseers. When the covert goes semi-
overt, and the overt goes semi-covert, the public is left in 
the dark. The US government has a long history of over-
classifying information that shouldn’t be classified at all— 
and keeping information classified until long after any jus-
tification for classifying has disappeared. “If I don’t put 
‘top secret’ on my memos, people will think they’re not 
important, and no one will bother to read them.” In 1994, a 
joint CIA-DoD commission found that the classification 
system had grown out of control. The 9/11 Commission 
report found “Current security requirements nurture over-
classification and excessive compartmentation of infor-
mation among agencies.” 

As the boundaries of war grow ever blurrier and 
the tasks we assign to the military grow ever more varied, 
the U.S. military is increasingly struggling to understand 
and articulate its own role. The Army’s future lies in re-
gionally aligned forces (RAF). Military skills don’t exist in 
a vacuum. It’s an effort to take a large, clumsy, industrial 
behemoth and turn it into an agile, regionally engaged, 
globally responsive, and culturally sophisticated force. 
Building relationships on a global scale requires putting 
human beings on the ground in regions all over the world— 
and only the Army has the manpower to do this. Every 
British officer has a bit of T.E. Lawrence in in DNA. 

Yet if anything sabotages the army’s vision of 
RAF, it’s most likely to be the tendency of any large bu-
reaucracy to water down transformational concepts until 
they cease to have much real meaning. Everything the Ar-
my’s got is in some way regionally aligned. With its em-
phasis on giving the Army a better understanding of each 
region, he says, RAF will constitute a fundamental shift in 
how the Army is doing business. By helping Africans help 
themselves, it means that we don’t have to get involved 
ourselves. Our concern is always the militarization of for-
eign policy. We need an Army that can do everything, eve-
rywhere— in a world where war may be everywhere, and 
forever. 

The conventional Army is what the Special Forces 
community calls “Big Army.” Special Forces soldiers tend 
to place a high value on linguistic and cultural knowledge, 
for instance, and to favor small-footprint efforts that lever-
age the energy and skills of foreign militaries over the 
large-scale, U.S.-heavy operations the Big Army prefers. 

At the end of fiscal year 2013, there were roughly 
1.4 million active duty military personnel, along with 
843,000 reservists. 49% are currently stationed in only 5 
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states: California, Texas, Virginia, North Carolina, and 
Georgia. Those who grow up in communities with substan-
tial military populations end up joining the military in 
higher numbers. 

War should be understood as an actual, intentional 
and widespread armed conflict between political communi-
ties. The idea of war as toxic to ordinary civil life is com-
mon. After WW2 the language of human rights began to 
spread around the globe. If individuals hold rights by virtue 
of their humanity, and all states have a legal obligation to 
protect and defend them, this, by definition, appears to 
place some limits on state sovereignty. The evolution of the 
law of war in many ways complemented and paralleled the 
evolution of international human rights law. The law still 
does not speak with a loud voice in time of war, but it is no 
longer wholly silent.  

In legal terms, military violence, to be lawful, must 
seek to avoid “unnecessary” suffering and must be in ac-
cordance with the principles of “proportionality” and “dis-
tinction.” The Convention Against Torture makes it clear 
that torture is justified by “no exceptional circumstances 
whatsoever.” Law is an optimistic enterprise--the convic-
tion that law can reach into the very heart of darkness, and 
make us better than we have so far proven to be. If humans 
were devils, law would be pointless. In this sense, the law-
making project always presupposes the improvability, if not 
the perfectibility, of humankind. We tend to think of law as 
critical to reducing brutality and violence. 

At Srebrenica, the only way to be innocent was to 
be dead, even though law is based on what society can rea-
sonably expect of its members. Wars and atrocities do not 
“just happen”: societies and individuals slide into them, 
little by little, one tiny decision or omission at a time. The 
contours of darkness and war are often indistinct— and by 
the time we see that war has swallowed us whole, it’s usu-
ally too late. “War made the state, and the state made war” 
is so widely accepted among scholars that it has become 
almost a truism, at least with regard to European history. 
But states are far from the only actors on the world stage. 
Their influence is simultaneously challenged and extended 
by an ever-widening range of nonstate actors.  

Most so-called failed states were never really 
states in the first place, at least not in anything more than a 
strictly technical sense. The idea of the territorial nation-
state as the locus of authority, within a system of formally 
equivalent similar states, is of quite recent vintage. In the 
brutality of its state-building efforts, the so-called Islamic 
State is less historically atypical than we might prefer to 
imagine. The modern state largely spread outward from 
Europe through imperialism and colonial expansion. When 
the Cold War ended, some of these states simply reverted, 
more or less messily and painfully and visibly, into what-
ever it was that they had always been. Even as the threat of 
interstate conflict receded, the post– Cold War world began 

to experience what looked like a resurgence of messy inter-
nal conflicts within states. 

Can it possibly be the case that it’s acceptable, le-
gally or morally, for the world to stand by idly while mass 
atrocities are committed? In particular, can the rest of us 
stand by when mass atrocities are committed against a pop-
ulation by its own government, or when a government 
seems unwilling or unable to protect its people from those 
who prey upon them? The problem with humanitarian 
emergencies is that they may lie in the eye of the beholder. 
The most fundamental responsibility of a sovereign state is 
the protection of its own population. Either protection of 
human beings comes before legal and political fictions, or it 
doesn’t: you can’t have it both ways. Inevitably, the blur-
ring of the lines between internal and external and between 
crime and war undermines the logic of sovereign noninter-
vention principles. 

On one side lies a state’s duty to take action inside 
its own territory to protect its own population from vio-
lence and atrocities. On the other side lies a state’s duty to 
take action inside its own territory to protect other states’ 
populations from violence. Once you assert that every state 
can decide for itself that a military intervention inside an-
other state’s borders is justified, you’re on a very slippery 
slope. 

Permanent, professionalized militaries are, like the 
state itself, a relatively recent human innovation. Only dur-
ing the Civil War did the size of the American armed forces 
for the first time exceed 1% of the population. After 
WW2’s total of 12% and about 2% during the Korean and 
Vietnam Wars, active military has made up about 0.5% of 
the total US population prior to 9/11. Today, participation 
in the active duty military still stands at about 0.5%. If we 
add in reservists and members of the National Guard, just 
over 1% of the population is a member of the armed ser-
vices. Contractors accounted for more than 50% of the total 
U.S. Defense Department workforce in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. 

The modern international order is no global utopia, 
but it’s a substantial improvement over institutionalized 
racism, colonial domination, and world wars. When our 
government embraces legal theories that accept the unilat-
eral use of military force and destabilize principles of sov-
ereignty— when we embrace the widespread use of covert 
targeted killings, or indefinite detention, or secret mass sur-
veillance— we pave the way for other states to behave in 
similar ways. If the United States can use military force 
inside Syria without the consent of the Syrian government, 
why should Russia be condemned for using force inside 
Ukraine? 

An individual can be targeted only if his current 
activities pose an imminent threat. A global “war on terror” 
was a war that could, by its nature, have no boundaries: no 
spatial limits, no limits on who could be targeted, captured, 
or killed, and no end. In 2004, there were 21 total Islamic 
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terrorist groups spread out in 18 countries. Today, there are 
41 Islamic terrorist groups spread out in 24 countries. Now 
that efforts by the U.S. military against al Qaeda are in their 
12th year, we must also ask ourselves: how will this con-
flict end?  

Almost all nations observe almost all principles of 
international law and almost all of their obligations almost 
all of the time. As long as serious rule-breaking is occa-
sional rather than constant— and as long as most rule-
breakers face consequences— the system itself can remain 
effective and intact. Ironically, uncertainty and ambiguity 
can undermine the rule of law far more than occasional 
blatant rule-breaking. 

Administration spokespersons often appear to os-
cillate between referencing the international law of armed 
conflict and the law of self-defense when justifying drone 
strikes. The US appears to construe lack of knowledge of a 
future attack as the justification for using force. At the 
moment, the United States itself— as the globe’s only mili-
tary superpower— is judge, jury, and executioner and is the 
self-appointed arbiter of whether a state is “unwilling or 
unable.” The strikes also represent an effort, on the part of 
the United States, to respond to gaps and failures in the 
international system. However destabilizing U.S. counter-
terrorism legal theories are to the rule of law, they arose in 
response to real dilemmas. “Tragedy is the conflict between 
two goods, each overly rigid in its claims.” 

The whole idea of a secret war is deeply offensive 
to core principles of American democracy— in particular to 
any notion of constitutional checks and balances. When 
Congress cedes power to the executive branch, it rarely 
comes back. The 2001 AUMF (Authorization for Use of 
military Forces) just doesn’t cover groups and individuals 
that were unconnected to the September 11 attacks. The 
core notion of the rule of law is that all power must be con-
strained by law. There has been no year except 2001 in 
which terrorism has killed more American citizens than 
lightning strikes. 

War has changed in its functions to become more 
like policing, and policing too has changed to become more 
like war. An information collection system designed to 
identify violent terrorists has been used to snag even those 
immigrants with only trivial criminal histories. The post-
9/11 USA PATRIOT Act effectively eliminated the pre-
9/11 firewall between foreign intelligence gathering and 
domestic law enforcement. 

Washington policymakers simultaneously overes-
timate the military’s capabilities and mistrust the military 
leadership. They want military leaders to execute policy 
rather than make policy, making them suspicious of any-
thing they view as military efforts to constrain or influence 
civilian policy decisions. Too frequently, the favor is re-
turned by military leaders, who mistrust civilians as “politi-
cians” and are sometimes unwilling to accept their concerns 
as legitimate. 

Such mutual ignorance— and such systemic cul-
tural differences in how to think about problems and solu-
tions— leads frequently to misunderstanding, inefficient 
decision making, and bad policy. There’s an irony here: at 
the senior policymaking level, much of the civilian mistrust 
of the military derives from an exaggerated estimate of mil-
itary capabilities. Few outsiders understand just how much 
time, money, and effort lie behind these astonishing capa-
bilities. The [military’s] general stance is ‘We can do this, 
but we want you to acknowledge the mess, cost, and com-
plexity. The military has similarly contradictory emotions 
toward its civilian masters. Civilian officials want a mili-
tary that costs less but provides more, that stays deferential-
ly out of strategy discussions but remains eternally availa-
ble to ride to the rescue. 

The US accounts for 41% of global defense spend-
ing, more than the next 15 biggest spenders combined. The 
average member of the military is paid better than 75% of 
civilian federal workers with comparable experience. The 
post-9/11 GI Bill provides up to 36 months of benefits to 
veterans, amounting, in effect, to full tuition and fees for 
four academic years, transferable to dependents. Our will-
ingness to throw money at the military, heedless of the 
need or cost, reflects a deep anxiety about the changing 
world we live in, combined with a general sense that the 
military is one of the few remaining functional public insti-
tutions. 

In the 1970s after Vietnam we turned our backs on 
whatever wisdom we had gained during that brutal, pro-
tracted conflict (wisdom about the nature of asymmetric 
and guerrilla warfare, the strength of nationalism, and the 
perils of occupation). Then, in Iraq and Afghanistan, we 
painfully relearned many of Vietnam’s grim lessons. 

Human rights may not be universally respected, 
but the idea of human rights is now almost universally ac-
cepted, with its promises of dignity, fairness, and justice. 
Out best option now is to develop new rules and institutions 
to manage the paradoxes of perpetual war. In particular, 
law is one of the most important mechanisms human socie-
ties have developed to give moral meaning to aggression, 
violence, suffering, and death. Law always represents an 
effort— at least on the part of those who create and inter-
pret it— to organize and give moral and social meaning to 
violence and suffering. 

War, armed conflict between organized political 
groups, has been the universal norm in human history. The 
US too was in a state of near-constant conflict throughout 
the 20th century. We resist seeing war and peace as points 
along a continuum: we long for them to be starkly differen-
tiated. In wartime, we permit violence and coercion that we 
deem immoral and illegal in peacetime— and we permit 
these wartime deviations from the usual peacetime rules 
because, despite war’s historical frequency, we persist in 
viewing it as an exceptional state of affairs. When war is 
relatively bounded— when it is something that happens in 
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a defined place and time, and involves a clearly defined 
group of actors— we can tolerate its relatively uncon-
strained violence. But the nature of modern security threats 
resists our efforts at categorization.  

Our best option is to focus instead on developing 
norms and institutions that support human rights and the 
rule of law. Military conflict has been ongoing for decades, 
yet public policy rests on the false assumption that it is an 
aberration. This enables a culture of irresponsibility. In hot 
wars, we all understand the absurdity of requiring judicial 
approval prior to battlefield killings. Meanwhile, in law 
enforcement settings, we all understand the dangers of fail-
ing to require judicial oversight of police searches, arrests, 
and uses of force.  

In the space between, unlike the beaches of Nor-
mandy, there’s plenty of time for careful process— includ-
ing some judicial or quasi-judicial process— before an in-
dividual goes on a kill list. We should focus on not trying 
to jam activities in the space between into the old catego-
ries— war/ peace, foreign/ domestic, and so on— but on 
ensuring that this space remains a zone subject to the rule 
of law. But to do this, we will need to abandon our obses-
sion with forcing everything into outmoded categories and 
instead keep our focus on protecting human dignity, pre-
venting the arbitrary exercise of power, increasing predict-
ability, and ensuring accountability. We will need to do this 
on at least three different levels: the level of the individual, 
the state, and the international system. 

War, for all its horrors, has long been one of the 
best and only means of harnessing collective human talent 
and energy to serve the group as a whole, and the military 
has long been the institution we use to bring talent together. 
If the military is becoming everything, why not use this as 
an opportunity to engage everyone— to include millions 
more Americans in the project of making the nation strong-
er, and the world a little less cruel? Imagine a revamped 
public sector premised on the idea of universal service. 

Every grand undertaking seems impossible until it 
happens. As we know, the terms “military” and “civilian” 
weren’t handed down by a divine power; they are human 
constructs, and the assumption that there are (and must be) 
sharp lines between the 2 is of relatively recent vintage. We 
want to ensure the responsible use of force in the public 
interest. 

It is the political establishment’s current reluctance 
to acknowledge the blurry lines between war and peace, 
civilian and military, that presents the greatest threat to the 
core values that underlie the notion of civilian control. Of-
ten, the law is precisely what the International Criminal 
Tribunal’s Appeals Chamber said it shouldn’t be: “the 
product or slave of logic or intellectual hair-splitting.” 
More than half of U.S. senators hold law degrees, along 
with more than a third of the House of Representatives. Far 
too many top decision makers have spent the last 15 years 
playing the game of law, instead of the game of life. 

 Does the law permit us to locate an ordinary 
young man thousands of miles away, and guiltlessly kill 
him, with the push of a button? 
 
 [This book provides the best understanding of the “War on 
Terror” and its implications on our way of life that I’ve 
found. Americans consistently say they trust the military 
more than any other public institution. If your only func-
tioning government institution is the military, everything 
looks like a war— and when everything looks like war, 
everything looks like a military mission. The nature of war 
abhors a vacuum. It expands until everything and everyone 
is subsumed by it. It has often been our best instincts, not 
our worst that have led us to do harm in the world. Law is 
an optimistic enterprise--the conviction that law can reach 
into the very heart of darkness, and make us better than we 
have so far proven to be. When Congress cedes power to 
the executive branch, it rarely comes back. The core notion 
of the rule of law is that all power must be constrained by 
law. Civilian officials want a military that costs less but 
provides more, that stays deferentially out of strategy dis-
cussions but remains eternally available to ride to the res-
cue.] 

 


