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                If we wait for threats to fully materialize, we will have waited too long. We must take the battle to the enemy, disrupt his plans and confront the worst threats before they emerge. In the world we have entered, the only path to safety is the path to action. And this nation will act.

                    – George W. Bush1

         1.

                 It was with these words, uttered in June 2002 in a speech before the graduating class of the United States Military Academy, that George W. Bush first gave explicit expression to the approach that would become the hallmark of his administration's foreign policy. The doctrine of preemption would lead the United States from the invasion of Afghanistan to the War in Iraq, and carry Bush himself to reelection in 2004. It would also lead, after another two short but eventful years punctuated by the turbulence of a hurricane and the death of a great American city, to the dramatic defeat of the President's party in the 2006 mid-term elections. The most immediate casualty of that defeat would not be President Bush himself but the man he dubbed "The Architect." Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, the individual most identified in the public's mind with the doctrine of preemption and its translation into action in Iraq, would take the fall. He would be out of office within twenty-four hours of the vote count. The reason universally cited for the election defeat was the growing dissatisfaction of the American public with the fact that there had been no palpable change in the situation in Iraq.

         2.

                 What had changed in the lead-up to the election lay half a world away from Iraq, in North Korea. Although the North Korean government's October 2006announcement that it had tested a nuclear weapon barely created a ripple on the surface of the American electorate's general awareness and was not cited in press analyses as having had an appreciable influence on the election outcome, it seemed to be one more sign that the Bush administration's defining doctrine of preemption was fast becoming history. For here was a "fully materialized" threat, and the Bush administration was not rushing to take a unilateral "path to action." Instead, it was emphasizing just the kind of multilateral, non-military response it had brushed aside in its rush to invade Iraq. In his first press conference following the North Korean announcement, Bush reassured the world that "the United States affirmed that we have no nuclear weapons on the Korean Peninsula. We affirmed that we have no intention of attacking North Korea. ...The United States remains committed to diplomacy."2 In the same appearance, Bush changed his tune on Iraq for the first time. In response to polls already registering the devastating impact of the War in Iraq on Republican Party popularity, Bush reinterpreted the mantra on Iraq he had intoned for months. "Stay the course," he said, really meant "don't leave before the job is done," and getting the job done, he continued, sometimes means "change tactics."

         3.

                 Coming from a President so intransigent that he had never before been able to bring himself to so much as entertain the possibility that his administration's decisions had been anything less than perfect, this semantic metacommentary seemed momentous. The statement was picked up by the press, repeated, commented upon, blogged, analyzed, and variously cited as a sudden attack of wisdom and ridiculed as a bumbling too-little-too-late. Either way, it had popular play. The statement on North Korea, although duly reported, did not. It is likely that only an infinitesimal percentage of the American electorate would be able to correctly identify its own government's policy on North Korea, but only the most severely news- and entertainment-deprived would fail to have registered that the President was no longer exactly staying the course on Iraq. The President's own admission of the need for a change and the Democrats' subsequent regaining of control of both houses of Congress led many to the conclusion that the direction of the country was about to take a major turn.

         4.

                 It is certain that there will be adjustments. But it should be remembered that Bush referred to a change in "tactics," not a change in "strategy." Preemption remains the official military strategy of the United States. It can be argued that preemption is in any case far more than a specific military doctrine of a particular administration. It can be plausibly argued that preemption is an operative logic of power defining a political age in as infinitely space-filling and insiduously infiltrating a way as the logic of "deterrence" defined the Cold War era. By an "operative" logic I mean one that combines an ontology with an epistemology in such a way as to trace itself out as a self-propelling tendency that is not in the sway of any particular existing formation but sweeps across them all and where possible sweeps them up in its own dynamic.

         5.

                 Preemption is not prevention. Although the goal of both is to neutralize threat, they fundamentally differ epistemologically and ontologically. Epistemologically, prevention assumes an ability to assess threats empirically and identify their causes. Once the causes are identified, appropriate curative methods are sought to avoid their realization. Prevention operates in an objectively knowable world in which uncertainty is a function of a lack of information, and in which events run a predictable, linear course from cause to effect. As we will see, this is very different from the epistemological premise of preemption, and entails a divergence from it on the ontological level as well. Prevention, in fact, has no ontology of its own because it assumes that what it must deal with has an objectively given existence prior to its own intervention. In practice, this means that its object is given to it predefined by other formations, in whose terms and on whose terrain it must then operate. A preventive approach to social conflict might analyze it, for example, as an effect of poverty, objectively quantifiable in terms of economic and health indexes. Each index is defined by a specialist formation (economics, medicine) in relation to a norm specific to that domain and against which goals may be set and success measured (annual income, mortality rates, life expectancy, etc.). The preventive measures will then operate as a political extension of the concerned specialist domains (economic analysis extended into politics as aid and development, medicine extended into vaccination programs, etc.). They will be regulated by the specialist logics proper to those fields. Prevention has no proper object, no operational sphere of its own, and no proprietary logic. It is derivative. It is a means toward a given end. Because of this, preventive measures are not self-sustaining. They must be applied. They must be leveraged from an outside source with outside force. They are not an organizing force in their own right. They run on borrowed power.

         6.

                 Deterrence takes over at the end of this same process, when the means of prevention have failed. Deterrence makes use of the same epistemology prevention does, in that it assumes knowability and objective measurability. However, because it starts where prevention ends, it has no margin of error. It must know with certainty because the threat is fully formed and ready to detonate: the enemy has the bomb and the means to deliver it. The imminence of the threat means that deterrence cannot afford to subordinate itself to objects, norms, and criteria passed on to it from other domains. If it did, its ability to respond with an immediacy proportional to the imminence of the threat would be compromised. Since it would not hold the key to its own knowledge, in the urgency of the situation it would be haunted internally by the spectre of a possible incompleteness of the knowledge coming from the outside. Since its operations would be mediated by that outside domain, neither would it hold a direct key to its own actions. Since it would be responding to causes outside its specific purview, it would not be master of its own effects.

         7.

                 The only way to have the kind of epistemological immediacy necessary for deterrence is for its process to have its own cause and to hold it fast within itself. The quickest and most direct way for a process to acquire its own cause is for it to produce one. The easiest way to do this is to take the imminence of the very threat prevention has failed to neutralize and make it the foundation of a new process. In other words, the process must take the effect it seeks to avoid (nuclear annihilation) and organize itself around it, as the cause of its very own dynamic (deterrence). It must convert an effect that has yet to eventuate into a cause: a future cause. Past causes are in any case already spoken for. They have been claimed as objects of knowledge and operational spheres by a crowded world of other already-functioning formations.

         8.

                 Now for a future cause to have any palpable effect it must somehow be able act on the present. This is much easier to do and much less mysterious than it might sound. You start by translating the threat into a clear and present danger. You do this by acquiring a capability to realize the threat rather than prevent it. If your neighbor has a nuke, you build the nuclear weaponry that would enable you to annihilate the adversay, even at the price of annihilating yourself by precipitating a "nuclear winter." In fact, the more capable you are of destroying yourself along with your enemy, the better. You can be certain the enemy will follow your lead in acquiring the capability to annihilate you, and themselves as well. The imminent threat is then so imminent on both sides, so immediately present in its menacing futurity, that only a madman or suicidal regime would ever tip the balance and press the button. This gives rise to a unique logic of mutuality: "mutually assured destruction" (MAD).

         9.

                 Mutually assured destruction is equilibrium-seeking. It tends toward the creation of a "balance of terror." MAD is certainty squared: to the certainty that there is objectively a threat is added the certainty that it is balanced out. The second certainty is dynamic, and requires maintenance. The assurance must be maintained by continuing to producing the conditions that bring the cause so vividly into the present. You have to keep moving into the dangerous future. You have to race foward it ever faster. You have to build more weapons, faster and better, to be sure that your systems match the lethality of your opponent's, give or take a few half-lives. The process soon becomes self-driving. The logic of mutually assured destruction becomes its own motor. It becomes self-propelling. Now that you've started, you can't very well stop.

        10.

                 What began as an epistemological condition (a certainty about what you and your opponent are capable of doing) dynamizes into an ontology or mode of being (a race for dear life). Deterrence thus qualifies as an operative logic, in that it combines its own proprietary epistemology with a unique ontology. For the process to run smoothly, of course, it still needs to mobilize other logics borrowed from other domains. It needs, for example, quantitative measures of destructive load and delivery capacity, a continual intelligence feed, and good geographical data, to mention just a few. The necessary measures are provided by other formations operating in annex domains having their own logics. But this does not compromise deterrence's status as an operative logic because it is not the measures themselves or their specialist logics that count so much as the criterion imposed upon them by the logic of deterrence itself: the quantitative balance necessary to achieve life-defining mutuality.

        11.

                 The equilibrium deterrence achieves is not a stable one. It is a metastability, or dynamic equilibrium, built on constant movement. Deterrence is when a threat is held in futurity by being fully realized as the concretest of  possibilities in the present in such a way as to define a self-propelling movement all its own.  Because the threat's futurity is firmly held in the present, it shortcircuits its own effect. It self-deters. This does not mean it ceases to operate as a cause. It means that its causality is displaced. It is no longer in a position to realize its original effect, annihilation. Instead, it becomes the determinant of something else: a race. It remains a cause, to different effect. Deterrence captures a future effect in order to make it the cause of its own movement. It captures an end effect as a means toward its becoming self-causing. It takes an end and makes it the means whereby it makes itself. Its logic succeeds when it closes in on itself to form a self-causal loop. Because it operates in a closed loop, its epistemology is univocal (centered on a single certainty) and its ontology is monolithic (both sides are taken up in a single global movement). It may seem odd to say so, but deterrence can be seen as the apotheosis of humanism in the technoscientific age, in the sense that in the face of the imminent annihilation of the species it still reposes an implicit psychological premise: that an at-least-residual concern for humanity and a minimum of shared sanity can be mobilized to place a limit on conflict.

        12.

                 Deterrence does not work across different orders of magnitude. Only powers perceiving themselves to be of potentially equal military stature can mutually assure destruction. Neither does it work if one of the adversaries considers the other inhuman or  potentially suicidal (mad in uncapitalized letters). Where the conditions of deterrence are not met, the irruption of a nuclear threat feeds a different operative logic. This is the case today with North Korea. Kim Jong Il's nuclear capabilities will never counterbalance those of the established nuclear powers. In the Western press and policy literature, he is regularly portrayed as unbalanced himself, mad enough to have the inhumanity to come to the point of willing the destruction of his own country. Prevention has failed, and neither the quantitative conditions nor psychological premise necessary for deterrence are in place. In view of this, a different operative logic must be used to understand the current nuclear situation, in North Korea and elsewhere. That logic, of course, is preemption. The superficial condition of the presence of a nuclear threat should not be mistaken for a return to a Cold War logic.

        13.

                 Preemption shares many characteristics with deterrence. Like deterrence, it operates in the present on a future threat. It also does this in such as way as to make that present futurity the motor of its process. The process, however, is qualitatively different. For one thing, the epistemology is unabashedly one of uncertainty, and not due to a simple lack of knowledge. There is uncertainty because the threat has not only not yet fully formed but, according to Bush's opening definition of preemption, it has not yet even emerged. In other words, the threat is still indeterminately in potential. This is an ontological premise: the nature of threat cannot be specified. It might in some circumstances involve weapons of mass destruction, but in others it will not. It might come in the form of strange white power, or then again it might be an improvised explosive device. The enemy is also unspecifiable. It might come from without, or rise up unexpectedly from within. You might expect the enemy to be a member of a certain ethnic or religious group, an Arab or a Moslem, but you can never be sure. It might turn out be a white Briton wearing sneakers, or a Puerto Rican from the heartland of America (to mention just two well-known cases, those of John Reid and Jose Padilla). It might be an anonymous member of a cell, or the supreme leader of a "rogue" state. The lack of knowledge about the nature of the threat can never be overcome. It is part of what defines the objective conditions of the situation: threat has become proteiform and it tends to proliferate unpredictably. The situation is objectively one in which the only certainty is that threat will emerge where it is least expected. This is because what is ever-present is not a particular threat or set of threats, but the potential for still more threats to emerge without warning. The global situation is not so much threatening as threat generating: threat-o-genic. It is the world's capacity to produce new threats at any and every moment that defines this situation. We are in a world that has passed from what "the Architect" called the "known unknown" (uncertainty that can be analyzed and identified) to the "unknown unknown" (objective uncertainty). Objective uncertainty is as directly an ontological category as an epistemological one. The threat is known to have the ontological status of indeterminate potentiality.

        14.

                 The unknown unknown is unexpungeable because its potentiality belongs to the objective conditions of life today. Consequently, no amount of effort to understand will ever bring a definitive answer. Thinking about it will only reopen the same uncomprehending question: "why do they hate us so"? This question, asked over and over again by the US media since 9-11, expresses the impossibility of basing a contemporary logic of conflict on a psychological premise. The nature and motives of the adversary strike us as purely incomprehensible. The only hypothesis left is that they are just plain "evil," capable of the worst "crimes against humanity." They are simply "inhuman." The only way to identify the enemy collectively is as an "axis of evil." That characterization does not add new knowledge. It is the moral equivalent of ignorance. Its function is to concentrate "humanity" entirely on one side in order to legitimate acts on "our" side that would be considered crimes against humanity were the enemy given the benefit of being considered human (torture, targeting civilian populations, contraventions of human rights and the laws of war). The ostensibly moral judgment of "evil" functions very pragmatically as a device for giving oneself unlimited tactical options freed from moral constraint. This is the only sense in which something like deterrence continues to function: moral judgment is used in such a way as to deter any properly moral or ethical logic from becoming operative. The operative logic will function on an entirely different plane.

        15.

                 The situation within which the logic of preemption arises is far-from-equilibrium by nature. There is no hope for balance, so it is not even sought. The disequilibrium occurs on many levels. There is the post-humanist moral imbalance just mentioned between the human and the "inhuman." Militarily, the imbalance goes by the name of "asymmetrical warfare." This refers to the difference in order of magnitude between the adversaries' capacities for attack. The quantitative superiority of the State players in terms of the size of their armed forces, technological resources, weaponry, and funding does not necessarily give them an advantage on the ground. This is because there is another asymmetry in play that takes the form of an ontological difference. The mode of being of the "terrorist" is wed to the potential of the unspecified threat. That of the terrorist's State enemy is all-too concrete, fully actualized in a top-heavy defense structure. This gives the "terrorist" the very significant advantage of surprise. It also gives him an epistemological edge over the lumbering State formation, which is at an order of magnitude that makes it easily visible, whereas the proteiform "terrorist" is by nature imperceptible from the opposing vantage point of the State. This situation is what is commonly referred to as "imbalance of terror."

        16.

                 In the face of the "imbalance of terror," the State adversary must transform a part of its own structure in the image of the what it fights. You cannot engage the enemy if the situation is so asymmetrical that there is no ground in common to serve as a battlefield. You have to become, at least in part, what you hate. You have to undertake a becoming-terrorist of your own. Rumsfeld's project of "transforming the military," known more broadly as the "revolution in military affairs," involved tipping the defense structure into this movement of becoming-terrorist by realigning it on smaller-scale rapid deployment and rapid response capabilities mirroring the ways of the enemy.3 Eyal Weizman has documented a similarly, remarkably lucid project of mimicking the enemy within the Isreali Defense Forces, considered (at least up until the Lebanese War of 2006) the most advanced and effective State fighting force.4 The realignment on less-specified, more potentialized capabilities must be backed up by technologically assisted means of perception: monitoring systems to detect the slightest signs of enemy action. But any detection system is still prone to error or evasion. In fact, since the enemy is indeterminate, it is certain that he remain undetectable until he makes a move. You look to the detect the movements, at as emergent a level as possible. But given the speed with which a terrorist attack can unfold, once the movement has detectably begun it might already be over. A defensive posture, even backed up with the best monitoring technology, is not enough. The military machinery must go on the offensive.5 It is not safe to wait for the enemy to make the first move. You have to move first, to make them move. You have to "flush them out." You test and prod, you move as randomly and unpredictably and ubiquitously as they do, in the hopes that you will brush close enough to provoke a response. You avoid making yourself a sitting target. You move like the enemy, in order to make the enemy move. He will be flushed out into taking some active form, and in taking active form will become detectable and thus attackable. In other words, you go on the offensive to make the enemy emerge from its state of potential and take actual shape. The exercise of your power is incitatory. It is contributes to the actual emergence of the threat. In other words, since the threat is proliferative in any case, your best option is to help make it proliferate more – that is, hopefully, more on your own terms. The most effective way to fight an unspecified threat is to actively contribute to producing it.

        17.

                 This co-productive logic is well illustrated in the policies and statements of the Bush administration, and explains why Bush has never admitted that the War in Iraq has been a failure even as he is coming to accept that it isn't exactly a victory yet and that "tactical changes" are now necessary. Consider this statement from June 19, 2005: "Some may agree with my decision to remove Saddam Hussein from power, but all of us can agree that the world's terrorists have now made Iraq a central front in the war on terror." This was Bush's way of admitting that there were no weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. Objectively, his reasons for invading were false. But threat in today's world is not objective. It is potential. Potential threat calls for a potential politics. As Bush and many members of his administration have repeatedy argued, Saddam Hussein could have had weapons of mass destruction and that if he had had them, he would have used them. Could have, would have, if: the potential nature of the threat requires a conditional logic. A conditional statement cannot be wrong. First  because it only asserts a potential, and second because, especially in the case of something so slippery as a potential, you can't prove the negative. Even if it wasn't actually there, it will always still have been there potentially: Saddam could have restarted his weapons projects at any moment. When you act on "could haves" and "would haves" you are right by definition as long as your reasons for acting are not objective. It is simply a category error to give empirical reasons for your actions with respect to potential politics. This is what the Bush administration insiders meant when they ridiculed "the reality-based community" as being hopelessly behind the times. Nowadays, your action is right by definition as long as you go politically conditional, and have a good reason for doing so.

        18.

                 Fear is always a good reason to go politically conditional. Fear is the palpable action in the present of a threatening future cause. It acts just as palpably whether the threat is determinate or not. It weakens your resolve, creates stress, lowers consumer confidence, and may ultimately lead to individual and/or economic paralysis. To avoid the paralysis, which would make yourself even more of a target and carry the fear to even higher level, you must simply act. In Bush administration parlance, you "go kinetic."6 You leap into action on a level with the potential that frightens you. You do that, once again, by inciting the potential to take an actual shape you can respond to. You trigger a production of what you fear. You turn the objectively indeterminate cause into an actual effect so you can actually deal with it in some way. Any time you feel the need to act, then all you have to do is actuate a fear. The production of the effect follows as smoothly as a reflex. This affective dynamic is still very much in place, independent of Rumsfeld's individual fate. It will remain in place as long as fear and remains politically actuatable.

        19.

                 The logic of preemption operates on this affective plane, in this proliferative or ontogenetic way: in away that contributes to the reflex production of the specific being of the threat. You're afraid Iraq is a breeding ground for terrorists? It could have been. If it could have been, it would have been. So go ahead, make it one. "Bring 'em on," the President said, following Hollywood-trained reflex. He knew it in his "guts." He couldn't have gone wrong. His reflex was right. Because "now we can all agree" that Iraq is in actual fact a breeding ground for "terrrorists". That just goes to prove that the potential was always there. Before, there was doubt in some quarters that Saddam had to be removed from power. Some agreed he had to go, some didn't. Now we can all agree. It was right to remove him because doing so made Iraq become what it always could have been. And that's the truth.

        20.

                 Truth, in this new world order, is by nature retroactive. Fact grows conditionally in the affective soil of an indeterminately present futurity. It becomes objective as that present reflexively plays out, as a  effect of the preemptive action taken. The reality-based community wastes time studying empirical reality, the Bushites said: "we create it." And because of that, "we" the preemptors will always be right. We always will have been right to preempt, because we have objectively produced a recursive truth-effect for your judicious study. And while you are looking back studying the truth of it, we will have acted with reflex speed again, effecting a new reality. 7 We will always have had no choice but to prosecute the "war on terror," ever more vigilantly and ever more intensely on every potential front. We, preemptors, are the producers of your world. Get used to it.

        21.

                 The War in Iraq is a success to the extent that it made the productivity of the preemptive "war on terror" a self-perpetuating movement. Even if the US were to withdraw from Iraq tomorrow, the war would have to continue on other fronts no matter who controls Congress or who is in the White House. It would have to continue in Afghanistan, for example, where the assymetrical tactics perfected in Iraq are now being applied to renew the conflict there. Or in Iran, which also always could have/would have been a terrorist breeding ground. Or it could morph and move to the Mexican-US border, itself morphed into a  distributed frontline proliferating throughout the territory in the moving form of "illegal immigration". On the indefinite Homeland Security front of a protieform war, who knows what threats may be spinelessly incubating where, abetted by those who lack the "backbone" to go kinetic.

        22.

                 Preemption is like deterrence in that it combines a proprietary epistemology with a unique ontology in such a way as to make present a future cause that sets a self-perpetuating movement into operation. Its differences from deterrence hinge on its taking objectively indeterminate or potential threat as its self-constitutive cause rather than fully formed and specified threat. It situates itself on the ground of ontogenetic potential. There, rather than deterring the feared effect, it actualizes the potential in a shape to which it hopes it can respond. It assumes a proliferation of potential threats, and mirrors that capacity in its own operation. It becomes proliferative. It assumes the objective imbalance of a far-from-equilibrium state as a permanent condition. Rather than trying to right the imbalance, it seizes it as an opportunity for itself. Preemption also sets a race in motion. But this is a race run on the edge of chaos. It is a race of movement-flushing, detection, perception, and affective actuation, run in irreparably chaotic or quasi-chaotic conditions. The race of preemption has any number of laps, each ending in the actual effecting of a threat. Each  actualization of a threat triggers the next lap, as a continuation of the first in the same direction, or in another way in a different field.

        23.

                 Deterrence revolved around an objective cause. Preemption revolves around a proliferative effect. Both are operative logics. The operative logic of deterrence, however, remained causal even as it displaced its cause's effect. Preemption is an effective operative logic rather than a causal operative logic. Since its ground is potential, there is no actual cause for it to organize itself around. It compensates for the absence of an actual cause by producing an actual effect in its place. This it makes the motor of its movement: it converts an absent or virtual cause really, directly into a taking-actual-effect. It does this affectively. It uses affect to effectively trigger a virtual causality.8 Preemption is when the futurity of unspecified threat is affectively held in the present in a perpetual state of potential emergence(y) so that a movement of actualization may be triggered that is not only self-propelling but also effectively, indefinitely, ontologically productive, because it works from a virtual cause whose potential no single actualization exhausts.

        24.

                 Preemption's operational parameters mean that is never univocal. It operates in the element of vagueness and objective uncertainty. Due to its proliferative nature, it cannot be monolithic. Its logic cannot close in around its self-causing as the logic deterrence does. It includes an essential openness in its productive logic.9 It incites its adversary to take emergent form. It then strives to become as proteiform as its ever-emergent adversary can be. It is as shape-shifting as it is self-driving. It infiltrates across boundaries, sweeping up existing formations in its own transversal movement. Faced with gravity-bound formations too inertial for it to sweep up and carry off with its own operative logic, it contents itself with opening windows of opportunity to pass through. This is the case with the domestic legal and juridical structure in the US. It can't sweep that away. But it can build into that structure escape holes for itself. These take the form of formal provisions vastly expanding the power of the executive, in the person of the president in his role as commander-in-chief, to declare states of exception which suspend the normal legal course in order to enable a continued flow of preemptive action.10

        25.

                 Preemption stands for conflict unlimited: the potential for peace amended to become  a perpetual state of undeclared war. This is the "permanent state of emergency" so presciently described by Walter Benjamin. In current Bush administration parlance, it has come to be called "Long War" replacing the Cold War: a preemptive war with an in-built tendency to be never-ending.

        26.

                 Deterrence produced asymmetrical conflict as a by-product. The MADly balanced East-West bipolarity spun off a North-South sub-polarity. This was less a polarity than an axis of imbalance. The "South" was neither a second Western First nor another Eastern Second. It was an anomalous Third. In this chaotic " Third World ," local conflicts prefiguring the present "imbalance of terror" proliferated. The phrase "the war on terror" was in fact first popularized by Richard Nixon in 1972 in response to the attack at the Munich Olympics when the Israeli-Palestinian conflict spectacularly overspilled northward. Asymmetrical conflicts, however, were perceivable by the reigning logic of deterrence only as a reflection of itself. The dynamic of deterrence were overlaid upon them. Their heterogeneity was overcoded by the familiar US-Soviet duality. Globally such conflicts figured only as opportunities to reproduce the worldwide balance of terror on a reduced scale. The strategy of "containment" adopted toward them was for the two sides in the dominant dyad to operate in each local theater through proxies in such a way that their influence, on the whole, balanced out. "I decided," Nixon said after Munich , "that we must maintain a balance."11 He did not, as Bush did after 9-11, decide to skew things by going unilaterally "kinetic." The rhetoric of the "war on terror" fell into abeyance during the remainder of the 1970s, as Southern asymmetries tended to be overcoded as global rebalancings, and going kinetic was "contained" to the status of local anomaly.

        27.

                 The fall of the Soviet Union made containment a thing of the past. Its necessary condition of balancing polarity no longer obtains. Asymmetrical warfare has come out from under the overcoding of deterrence. Now, after 9-11, anomaly is everywhere. The war on terror is back with a vengeance, thriving in an irreparably threat-o-genic environment. The Long War is off and running, in preemptive self-perpetuation. Proliferation rules.

        28.

                 It is in the global context of this self-perpetuating logic that the ascension of North Korea to nuclear State status must be understood. It is precisely in that context that the unrepentant neoconservatives in the US who were behind the Iraq invasion are in fact approaching it. The November 2006 issue of one of the main organs of neoconservative thought, the magazine Commentary, contains a special issue on the current geopolitical situation. You would hardly know that North Korea's announcement of its nuclear capacity had taken place in the previous month. It is mentioned only in passing, and then only in order to justify a military attack on  ... Iran. The thinking is that North Korea will use its capabilities to proliferate the nuclear threat by assisting Iran in transforming its civilian nuclear program into a military one. North Korea could well become a breeding ground for nuclear terrorism.

        29.

                 Let's see, where have we heard that argument before? Could have, would have...we will have been right to bomb Iran. The neoconservative's main interest in the North Korean situation is indirect. What they are most interested in is using the issue of nuclear proliferation on the Korean peninsula as leverage for proliferating preemption elsewhere -- for staying the overall strategic course even as tactical adjustments are made in Iraq. North Korea is hardly on their map, outside of this connection. That is because what is on their map is oil. The ultimate reason Iran must be attacked is because, nuclearly emboldened, it might well put a "choke hold" on the Straits of Hormuz in order to block oil deliveries to the West and thereby endanger the economy. This potential threat makes preemption right all over again. Regime change is once again conditionally "necessary" in the Middle East, to make the region safe for American capitalism.12

        30.

                 In this climate of uncertainty, it is by no means a foregone conclusion that an attack will be launched against Iran, or what in the end the exact response of the West will be to North Korea (joined as it is to Iran at the affective hip by the "axis of evil"). Months or years from this writing (November 2006), the necessity of an attack on Iran may well not have become the recursive truth of the situation. Traditional pressure tactics and diplomatic efforts may remain the tactic as regards North Korea, as preemption flows  elsewhere. None of this changes the global situation that in this brave new world of potential politics the most sweeping of operative logics renders only one thing certain: that the preemptive adventure has yet to run its course. Rest asymmetrically assured of the future affective fact that somewhere, things will go proliferatingly kinetic again.

        31.

                 The self-perpetuating nature of the logic of preemption should be a subject of intense concern. It means that situations like the one in North Korea today will tend in one way or another to feed an operative war logic that is constitutively off-balance and thrives globally under far-from-equilibrium conditions. Racing headlong into a warlike future on the threat-edge of chaos is a hard way to live the present. It is imperative to find a new operative logic capable of disarming preemption. Returning to old logics, like prevention or deterrence, will not work. Voting a particular administration out of office is important, but in the end only a palliative. The search for an alternative will have to come to grips with this radical assessment of the situation in which the world finds itself, penned by one of the inventors of the concept of asymmetrical warfare:

                Our understandings and definitions of 'war' are hopelessly out of date, and the same holds for 'peace'. The international law of war is basically irrelevant today, and I doubt it can become relevant again. ...National security objectives will not be crystal clear, formulated in timely fashion, or fully underwritten by national will.13

        32.

                 To quote another asymmetrical warrior:

                As people learn of the benefits of democracy, capitalism and the rule of law, they become fat and happy ...Until then, we all need to prepare for combat.14

        33.

                 Given the preemptive "irrelevance" of international law and the exceptional escape hatches that have been bored into domestic legal structures like that of the US, the rule of law seems to have fallen on hard times. Since the collective objectives pursued in such times as these will "not be fully underwritten by national will," democracy seems to be in a bit of tight spot as well. That only leaves capitalism. Are we "fat and happy" yet?

        34.

                 Until then...

            [Letter to the Editors]
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