Introduction

Watching War

At the opening of Michelangelo Antonioni’s 1975 The Passenger, jour-
nalist David Locke is pursuing fieldwork in the deserts of Chad for a docu-
mentary about a guerrilla war. Locke follows combat as a professional
observer, someone paid to convey news from the Third World to the First.
Speaking for a moment as a viewer of the film rather than an actor in it,
Jack Nicholson, who p[ays Locke, describes the scene succinctly: “This is
the place where a war is taking p[ace. Thisisa reporter trying to find it.”
If human history is any guide, Locke should have no concerns about job
security; there will always be a wealth of conflicts to cover. In this case,
however, the desert is vast, his tips from local informants prove unreli-
able, and when his vehicle becomes stuck in the sand, he gives up. He has
failed, in Nicholson’s words, “to find the war upon which he is reporting—
this is kind of Antonioni’s sense of humor, you know, kind of a very dry
jcﬁke.”2 The thesis of this book is that since the turn of the nineteenth
centutry, we have all been in the same boat as Locke, trying—and failing—
to find the war. The c‘dl‘y joke” that has been p[a}'ed out time and again is
that as armed conflicts have assumed unimaginable proportions and we
have all become porential spectators to the destruction, the greatest show
on earth of modern militarism has failed to meet its audiences’ expecta-
tions by consistently underperfbrming as entertainment or shock or even
as a forum that can reveal something essential about the human condition.

The specrarorial d}'namic that has organized the experience of warfare
over the past two centuries took shape in Napo[eonic Eurc-pe, as milirar}'
conflict acquired its unique status as a perf:ormance that everyone needed

to follow. As early as 1789, Edmund Burke, a harsh critic of efforts to
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overthrow the House of Bourbon, offered his famous account of what
it meant for the rest of Europe to be observing a civil war unfoiding ina
neighboring land: “As to us here our thoughts of everything at home are
suspended, by our astonishment at the wonderful Spectacie which is ex-
hibited in a Neighboring and rival Country—what Spectators, and what
Actors! England gazing with astonishment at a French struggle for
Liberty and not knowing whether to blame or to applaud!™ In Burke’s
view, even if we do not know whether to celebrate or disparage the “French
srruggle for li]:)erty,” we can still rejoice in the sight of it. The audience in
this theater of world history was as aware of its own importance as a col-
lective viewing entity as it was respectful of the significance of the show
it was watching—a show, Burke stressed, in comparison to which one’s
own life would necessariiy appear unremarkable. When he wrote that we
do not know “whether to blame or to applaud,” he was referring both to
the overthrow of the French monarchy and to the fact that France was
ofFering his compatriots a gripping spectacie. In this realm of mass spec-
tatorship, poiirical events acquired their signiﬁcance as much from their
status as someti’ling to be consumed or ignored as from their consequences
for the agents who effected them. In lauding both the audience and the
actors, Burke underscored that the performance could be fu[iy appreci-
ated only from a god’s-eye view that encompassed those on stage as well
as onlookers in England and abroad.

If the French Revolution established the framework for this theater
of world history, sustained warfare among the European powers would
come to take top biiling in the ensuing twenty years. Burke’s sense that the
emerging mass audience was conscious of its own signiﬁcance as a wit-
ness to world affairs was intensified ]:)y the universalizing forces of the
French revolutionary wars, which were formalized with the levée en masse
ofﬁugust 23, 1793, the prociamation on the basis of which all Frenchmen
became part of the army.4 “Suddeniy,” as the Prussian soldier and miiirary
theorist Carl von Clausewirz wrote, war “became the business of the
peopie.”‘ With the advanrage of hindsighr, Rayrnond Williams would
echo this sentiment, arguing that the modern notion of the “mass” was
forged at the turn of the nineteenth century.® He might have added that
it was first and foremost a mass of spectators consuming war. As Georg
Lukics has observed, the French revoiurionary and Napoieonic WATS
made history “for the first time . . . a mass experience, and moreover on a

E.LlI'OPE!ElH scale” SLlCh ti’lat “ti'lE! whoie Df :E.U.I‘DPE! bE!COITlE!.S a war arena.”?
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The new notion of the citizenry as a conglomeration of individuals
mobilized to wage war was paralle[ed by the equall}' novel idea that the
populace was now united in its status as an audience viewing, the con-
Hict. For millions in Great Britain and across the Continent, government
bulletins and the burgeoning newspaper industry offered an opportunity
to monitor the campaigns via published reports, and reading about them
became a part of daily life.” By 1815 European civilians had all become
virtual battlefield spectators, observing from afar. The remote monitor-
ing of war may have been a necessity for British citizens, whose cam-
paigns wete not Fought on their home soil, but it also became the norm
in the rest of Europe since the Napo[eonic era did not yet see the mass
displacemenr or annihilation of popularions, and re[arively few people
witnessed the battles firsthand.” Henceforth, waging a mi[itary campaign
required managing the spectacle of battle consumed on the home front
as much as defeating one’s foe on the field of combat, as clashes of armies
came to be assessed not just with reference to the number of dead and
wounded bur also as o]::-jecrs of observation and anal}'sis: Whart kinds of
reports abour them were available?'” Did these representations of combat
en[ighten, horrif'y, or stupefy their audiences?

These questions have proven intractable. Owver the past two centufies,
both scholars and pundits have eﬂgaged ina wide-rangﬁng series of debates
about whether human ]:)eings abhor or enjoy read'mg about and viewing
the suﬂ:ering of others, with warfare—the ulrimare manmade disaster—
serving as the crucial test case. Since the Vietnam War, these conversations
have only intensified as advances in telecommunications have offered
media consumers a growing wealth of still and moving images of dead
bodies and devastated cityscapes. mdespread access to such material has
led to no consensus about whether militar}r spectac.les fascinate the mass
audience, repel it, or simpl}.r distract people rempc-rarily from their day—
to-day concerns. As the archetype of sublimity, a battle ostensibly prom-
ises us a great deal to see, but modern viewers are neither sufﬁciently ap-
preciative of nor sufficiently traumatized by the show, as if even the most
extreme engagement with the combat can never be stimulating enough.
Several years after the 2003 U.S. invasion of Irag, movie and television
news producers remained unanimous in their despair about the poor rat-
ings that had been garnered by shows about the war; with little fanfare,
the pu]::-lic had moved on to reruns of Lest and the new season of Ameri-

can ldol.
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Our contemporary ambivalence about watching war is the product of
several aspects of the Napoleonic inheritance. One is the notion of war
as part of the LLe‘if'e]:').'da.].r.nl1 As devastaring as it may be to think of combat
as permanent or routine, the very J:'eguiarity and ubiq_uity of violence can
malke it sirnpiy one more thing for media consumers to keep tabs on, like
the weather or sports scores. Despite the hisroricaliy unprecedenred de-
gree of death and destruction it effects, war risks heing received as com-
monpiace or even monotonous—as if it rendered the distinction between
pathos and bathos irrelevant. A second i{ey feature of the Napoieonic ieg—
acy is the inhereﬂtiy meciiateci—tociay we would say “virtual"—nature of
the bartlefield. Recent schoiarship on war and represenrarionai media has
tended to underpiay the radical ch;mges in war specrarorship thar took
piace at the turn of the nineteenth century, focusing instead on later tech-
ﬂoiogicai innovations. Beginning with the rise of photography and con-
tinuing with the advent of film and ciigitai telecommunications, soldiers
have come to wage battles with the same devices that allow audiences
around the giobe to follow their expioirs. Whereas combar was once
thought to take the form of engagements of men and arms framed by dis-
tinct spariotempomi parameters, roday’s miiirary operations are charac-
terized as exchanges between distant parties in which the weapons are
eiectromagnetie waves rather than guns or bombs. These developments
are sometimes seen as part of a broader disruption of the very distinction
between a medium and whar it mediates such that even the event of
death, as Jean Baudrillard has observed, fails to serve as the basis for a
coherent opposition between the real and the imaginar}'.u

As consequentiai as techtloiogicai change has been, it is the argument
of this book that the modern perception of warfare was distinguished by
a cohjunction of physicai devastation and elusive simulacra iong before
the invention of photography or film, much less television or the Internet.
If we live in an era of hyperreal wars, we have been doing so for a iong
time, which is why verbal media thar make no claim to facilitate un-
mediated transmissions of information have been and continue to be as
central to war spectatotship as visual media, which appear to offer a more
direct encounter with the exigencies of being under fire. In Boﬂaparte’s
Europe, information disseminated through print media was an impor-
tant medium of combat. At the end of the eighteenth century, the emer-
gence of a vast reading pu]::-iic for the burgeoning discourse of newspapers
and government bulletins meant that generais could wicieiy disseminate
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their own interpretations of barttles as they fc-ughr them. Then, as now,
to “win” a battle was as much to secure control of the story in the popular
imagination as to rout the Dpponent’s forces or take control of a particu-
lar locale. While subsequent refinements in recorciing and communica-
tions media have created new possibilities for experiencing the seemingly
impossibie speed and destructiveness of T:WE:rn'y-f:irsT:—a:em:ur}.r violence, such
advances repeat rather than essentiaii}' transform a viewing dynamic that
had already taken shape at the turn of the nineteenth century, as the
modern mass audience assumed its central place on the world stage. Con-
temporary missiles—be they nuclear or information based—may be faster
than Napoleon’s artillery or propaganda bulletins, but they only confirm
the facr thar, for the past two centuries, war has been defined b}' the in-
terconnection of—even the identiry berween—rthe devices used to wage
it and the devices used to view it. To speak today of the dissolution of the
traditional battlefield as battles are now Fought both within electronic
networks and on terra firma is to describe something aireaciy set in mo-
tion ar least two hundred years ago, when the scale and compiexiry of
the emerging combat meant that the only observers with any chance of
grasping these events were those who were wiiiing to give free rein to their
fantasies about what war was like.

Far from transparent in its mechanisms and consequences, Napoieonic
combat manifested itself as both an awesome destructive force and a field
of signs to be read and interprered. Whether as a soldier, a bystander, or
a civilian reading the newspaper, the individual confronted bartles with a
range of ideals and prejudices about what warfare was, a set of expecta-
tions that made up what I term the Napoleonic war imaginary. Under the
influence of this military mythology, what one “saw” with one’s mind’s
eye—how the waves of men and arms should have appeared—was deemed
at least as reliable as whar could be seen with one’s retina. In turn, the
ideal war spectator was characterized not as an eagl&eyed firsthand wit-
ness but as an individual with unique creative faculties, such as a novelist
thousands of miles away writing about what the battle must have been
like. Even the accounts of battles penned by seasoned militar}r veterans of
the period betray an apoiogetic tone for the degree to which their rendi-
tions of events could never be empiricai enough, as if their rereliings were
structured by preconceptions about how a war story should sound to its
audience. When, more than a century afrer Waterloo, Ernst Jinger re-
called his time in the trenches of the First World War and wondered why
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it now seemed as if it had been oniy a fanrasy, he was mereiy pursuing the
implications of the Napoleonic war imaginary to their iogical conclusion.

Since anyone following from afar could participate vicariously in the
imaginative exercise of witnessing the barttle “as it must have been,” the
ermergence of these mediated specratoriai dynamics blurred the boundary
between the experiences of combatants and the representation of these
experiences. The assumption that firsthand witness took priority over
secondhand accounts of battles was further challenged by the widespread
conviction that soldiers or i:)ystanciers could not fuiiy grasp their experi-
ence at Austerlitz or Borodino until they had related it to others. A vexed
interdependence thus ernergeci berween witnessing a battle “live”™ and
reading and writing abourt it after the fact, the one remaining incompiete
unless it had been supplemented by the other. From the commanding
general to the individual soldier under fire, combatants took steps to en-
sure that what transpired on the battlefield could subsequently be imparted
to an audience. In this respect, the European pni:)iic f'oilowing the Napo-
leonic Wars from afar was no less a part of the action than those who were
actuaiiy there. The resuiting array of first-, second- and thirdhand reports
heiped to perpetuate fantasies abour the insighrs to be won by the imme-
diate experience of a battlefield’s horrors at the same time as it unsettled
the dichotomy between a direct and an indirect engagement with them.

Contemporary war audiences are frequentiy said to be under the thumb
of an enterta'1nment{niiirar}hindusrriai complex, a fusion of the corporate
militarism identified ]::-y Eisenhower with the culture industr}' described
by Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno in Dialectic of Enlighten-
ment.”* In these terms, the spectacle of warfare, whether by intermittently
siloclcing its pubiic or inuring it to the horrors of combat, serves to nor-
malize a permanent war economy and to render peace an anomaiy. One
of the most cornmoniy discussed features of this system is the profound
interdependence between the military and news services. Since the U.S.
invasion of Iraq in 2003, there has been intense scrutiny of the relation-
ship between Western governments and the media. In an effort to perfect
its own performance, the White House consults with pni:)iic relations and
advertising firms, as well as Hoilywooci executives, and the Pentagon has
demonstrated particniar skill at playing to the camera as it railors its op-
erations for their smooth integration into the twenty-four-hour news cy-
cle. For their part, journaiisrs have been criticized for their reluctance to
question official proclamations, often seeming to defer to state authority
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and to expioir the narionalisric irnpuises of their audiences in the quest
for l'zltings.“i

Nevertheless, for all their efforts to entice viewers with the promise of
“live” bartlefield coverage, the Western media have just as often insisted
thar their transmissions fail to capture whart their reporters are witness-
ing."” Even when the explicit intent of the story is to create a “you were
there” effect, the limitations of the medium are openiy acknowledged, if
not foregrounded, as the “real” story. In a recent online feature, the New
York Times posted helmet camera video from a soldier in a U.S. military
unit's engagement in Af'ghanistan. Instead of oi:f'ering the raw film feed,
the paper provicied an edired version in which the footage of the events
was complemenred with voiceover narration, intertitles summarizing the
c(plor” and foreshadowing events to come, and scenes of the soldier who
made the video recounting the story at a comfortable remove from the
battlefield. Despite the ostensible noveity of the core sequence, the article
was expiicit that all of this “does not quite capture” the scene and that, in
warching the soldiers, what one most direct[y perceives is the inabiiit}' to
feel what rhe}' felt.'® In fact, the very notion of a flawless conduit of infor-
mation is profoundly threatening to the experiential authority of war par-
ticipants and correspondents. To assert that one can impart perfect repro-
ductions of combat experiences is to cede claim to the insight supposedly
won by virtue of the fact that one is actuaiiy at the battlefield, while one’s
viewing, iisrening, or reaciing pubiic is not. At the Very morment when con-
temporary audiovisual transmissions have threatened to replicate mili-
tary violence more exacringly than ever before, it becomes incumbent on
the iiving, breathing commentator to recast these events in fantastic and
even rnythoiogicai terms. Far from banishing the ghosts of war, technol-
ogy reinstates their spectral authority in an attempt to preserve the fantasy
of a pure immediac}' that may never have existed.

Uniqueiy difficult to observe or share, battles are not merely one object
of mass specrarorship among others bur have become paradigmaric for
the way in which the mass audience processes information in general.
In the walke of Austerlitz or Waterloo, to participate in a military campaign
as a soldier or an onlooker was to adopt a host of positions on the com-
piex reiationship between the perceptual and represenrariona[ iogics that
organized the appearance of combar. The result was harciiy a triumph
of theory over experience. If, as Paul Virilio has claimed, “the history of
battle is primarily the history of radically changing fields of perception,”
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it is a history not of the primacy of the abstract over the concrete but of
the tangibie violence involved when we attempt, as any war watcher must,
to control the “immaterial” dimensions of perceptuai fields."” Since the
advent of the Napoieonic war imaginary, this “immateriaiity,” which Vir-
ilio also terms war’s “magical“ or “spirituai” dimension, marks the gap

between any given manifestation of war—an array of troops, an explosic-n—

filled sky

iishing power aver the intelligible realm is as important as dominating the

and the overarching trajectory ofa campaign in which estab-

c,cu:'poreai one. It is the petsistence of this gap that ensures that war will
be uniqueiy destructive to both mind and body.

To be a member of the war audience is potentially to affirm the natural
or inevitable character of the show. Resisting the militarization of society
thus means countering the authc-riry of the specracle—;werting one's
eyes may hot be enough. However, it is far from obvious how the “masses”
conceived of as a congiomeration of individuals foiiowiﬂg war in the press
relates to the notion of the “masses” asa coiiectivity expressing itself at the
ballot box or in the shopping mall. In Society af.tﬁr: Spfcmrff, Guy Debord
propc-sed that “the speerade cannot be understood as a mere visual deeep—
tion produced by mass-media rechnoic-gies. It is a world-view that has ac-
tually been materialized, a view of a world that has become objective.”™
There is no better exampie of such an objective materialization of a world-
view than a battle, aithough we must be cognizant of Debord’s claim that
the spectacie does more than simpiy unite its audience since the “unifi-
carion it achieves is norhing but an official language of universal separa-
tion.""” One version of this separatic-mrhrough—unificatic-n may be the
semblance of soiidariry effected by the communal observation of war. At
the end of his essay on art in the age of its teehnoiogieai reprodueibiiiry,
Walter Benjamin designated war as fascism’s strategy for mobiiizing the
masses without alrering the social relations of ownership, impiying that
the modern milirary enterprise sustains irself ]::-y enjoining popuiarions to
watch human beings destroy one another with the same fusion of pieasure
and critical appraisal with which they watch Charlie Chaplin films. The
speetacie of destruction, Beﬂjamin proposed, had become a common fo-
cal point not to mobilize resistance to the status quo but rather to preserve
the socioceconomic dynamics that pit peopie against one another, uniting
them by soiidilcying their divisions.

Benjamin’s invocation of film audiences is important because one of
the most unreieﬂting features of Napoieonic war spectatorship is the il-



Intraduction g

lusion of choice regarding our status as war watchers, born of the belief
that we, like Britons between 1792 and 1815, are securely tucked away in a
safe place with the actual combat held at arm’s length. In recent years,
advances in ciigital telecommunications have seen the vanity of the shel-
tered consumer inrensif'y, as Western media consumers wirringly or un-
wirringl}' embrace the notion that war is theirs to watch or not: as grip-
ping as live video feeds may be, we can a[wa}'s turn them off. The abiding
nature of this sense of spectatorial impunity is difficult to understand
given military historians’ suggestion that the last two centuries have been
distinguished by the advent of total war, the dissolution of any boundar}'
between soldiers and civilians situated safely beyond the reach of vio-
lence. This book argues that one of the formative changes in the Napoie-
onic era was the emergence of an explicit discourse about the fact thar it
was no ionger clear who was left to narrate miiitary events “from the out-
side.™" Discussions of the seemingly unlimited nature of combat were
accompanied by fantasies of a “total gaze” that could observe and record
the prc-ceedings, providing perfecr access to the sighrs and sounds of war.
Long before celiephone cameras became ubiquirc-us on the field of bartle,
the military experience was treated as unique because it offered up its gory
details to rigorous scrutiny.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe poignantly posed the question of what
the erasure of the distinction between soldiers and their audiences meant
for the possibility of telling war stories: “Formerly, somebody could com-
municate his sui:f:erings to others; he could recount his war experience in
old age. These days misery is universal; the individual can no ic-nger la-
ment anymore. Everybody must be on the battlefield—who is there to
listen when [warriors] tell their tales?”™' Once a war story no longer im-
parts a content experienced by the few but simply repeats what everyone
a[ready knows because everyone has collectively experienced it, warfare
names less a speciﬁc theme or topic than a rempiare for a common dis-
course, a schema or filter that shapes all stories. In this respect, the total
character of modern war heralds the militarization of discursive experi-
ence in generai. As with Debord’s spectacle, this ciynamic was unifying
precisely because it divided people. What Walter Benjamin wrote about
the mentierhecenrury press was a[ready relevant ar the beginning of the
nineteenth century: “Newspapers appear in large editions. Few readers
can boast of ha\'ing any information that another reader may need from
them.”** At its birth, the media’s hottest topic was stillborn. The gaze of
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the modern war watcher was defined not by a singie pair of curious or
horrified eyes—whether myopic or aii—seeing—but by the gaze of a mass
that surveyed a common property whose interest was by no means self-
evident. Far from functioning as a force of discrimination or differentia-
tion, observation served to amaigamate its objects and its viewers indif-
ferently. The shared story of total war both atomized and united the
populace since everyone was now independent of everyone else i::-y virtue
of not neeciing any assistance to share in the communal narrative per-
petuated by print and word of mouth.

The twenty-first-century citizen’s ability to watch war is starkly im-
pacted by corporate and state forces determined to broadcast their ver-
sions of events. As we have aiready mentioned, the communal narrative
that emerged in early nineteenth-century Europe was similarly shaped by
the powerFui information system that cieveiopeci as warring generais and
politicians took acivantage of the new mass media, f'ounciing a discourse
in which waging a war and disseminating their account of operations to
the pubiic would be one and the same. Moniroring the press, as well as
appointing its editors and in some cases simpiy acquiring the relevant
newspapers,zz‘ Napoieon’s government also issued war bulletins that were
distributed well beyonci the borders of France.* Marveiing at the power
of this propaganda machine, Prince Klemens von Metternich of Aus-
tria opined that “the newspapers are worth an army of three-hundred-
thousand men to Napoieon,” adding that “the public cannot tell if news
is true or false."*3 Naturaiiy, this mass propaganda Was accompanied by
si{epricism about the “official srory.” The readers who consumed the
artful bulletins of the Napoieonic government were far from naive or un-
critical. If the English economist and theologian Richard Whately mock-
ingly commented that “generally speaking, we may say it is on the testi-
mony of the newspapers that men believe in the existence and expioirs of
Napoleon Bonaparte,” he was also aware that much of the European
pubiic treated official French reports, in particuiar their casuairy ﬁgures,
as unreliable, even Dpeniy 1'idicuiinf__,r them as lies.2¢

Whateiy was interested less in the creciibiiiry of the information itself
than in the fact that there was now a common discourse in which war
and indeed the Very course of history could be followed and evaluated
ciaii}' on a mass scale. In a sense, Napoieon and his expioirs did exist by
virtue of the myrhoiogies that surrounded them, not to mention the
evaluative systems popuiarizeci ]:)y his war machine, which were designeci
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to he[p peopie decide nort just who had won or lost a particular engage-
ment but also what that engagement meant for the future of the war and
European hisl:-:)rjyr in generai. This violent interplay of representational
systems, physical destruction, and competing interpretive authorities
has proven to be one of the most abiding features of the Napo[eonic ieg-
acy, continuing to shape our cultural experience in the twenty—ﬁrsr cen-
tury. First and foremost, it is a dynamic that claims to encompass every-
one, oblirerating any hope that we mighr critique it “from without.” The
all-inclusive nature of this system threatens the very identity of war’s audi-
ence members as observers. If our status as onlookers to the battle is pre-
determined by the military’s own script, then we are playing the role of
bysranders from inside the war effort.

As Whatley's comments also suggest, Napoleon Bonaparte was more
than one agent among others in this rnyrhohisroricai pageant; he was the
name for a compiex of aesthetic and po[iticai doctrines. A collection of
emblems and s[ogans as much as a human being, the first great ceiebriry
in the age of mass media boasted a cult ofpersonaiiry that aimed to make
the chaos of modern combat comprehensible and the ubiquirous, predicra
able story of “another day at the battlefield” fascinating and aii—consuming.
This attempt to reaffirm order and rneaningfuiness in the European the-
ater of war took the form of a dual legend of visual aurhorir}r in which
the Little Corporal was at once a superhuman observer, the standard by
which all other war watchers would be judged wanting, and a wondrous
objecr who caprured the attention of all. His inner eye, “an intellect,”
wrote Clausewitz, “that, even in the darkest hour, retains some giimrner-
ings of the inner light which leads to truth,” was matched only by his
outer eye, his purported a]:)iiity to take in the battlefield and process all of
its mysteries in a single giance.z? Even today, many historical descriprions
of Napoieon’s defeats turn on icey moments at which his line of sight is
said to have been blocked. When he was defeated for the last time, his
supernarura[ optic powers were conferred to his vanquisher, Weliington,
whose LLlj;-rmc’s eyes seemed to penetrate the smoke, and forestall the move-
ments of the foe.”*

The French emperor’s [egendary coup d’ceil was complemenred by his
abiiity to make a spectacie of himself. The seif-sty[ed generai as genius
and auteur of world histc-ry rc-un'neiy engineered mass events thar would
be the envy of any twentieth- or twenty-first-century filmmaker, and
fictional and nonfictional accounts of his battles invariably include a
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description of the magical moment when he is espied passing by. Seeing
all and being seen by all, the usurper of the Sun King was said to be able
to conjure le soleil when required. According to iegend, the clouds patteci
at a crucial juncture at Austerlitz, aiiowing him to review the field of
combar and thus to emerge victorious. Gathering iight to overcome dark-
ness, this m}'thicai creature devoured the enlightenment emblem of the
French Revolution and the Apollonian emblem of the French monarchy
ina singie gesture.w The subject of no one but the object of evetyone’s
gaze, Napoleon was thought to be the individual uniquely able to nar-
rate history as he made it, synchronizing the pen and the sword, since
EVEIyOne was expected to watch him as both the ultimare exception—a

superhuman among men and the purveyor of the story of war that
was ever}'one’s story.

If the French emperor embodied the autoprociuctive ideal of a historical
system that could simultaneously interpret and confirm its own signifi-
cance as it si’laped the coutse of world histoty, he was also the embodiment
of the inherently incomplete and impermanent authority of this system.
Nineteenth{entur}r views of his reign were preoccupied with coming to
terms with the spectacuiar nature of his fall. At the moment at which his
tremendous eyesight and his abiiity to catch everyone else’s eye could not
save his cause, Napoieon became the greatest star on earth in the act of
being deposed. As with the sudden demise of contemporary politicians
or celebrities in tabloid feeding frenzies, the real excitement in viewing
the Hegeil'an subject—become—object of world histc-ry was watching him
goup in Hames as his ralent for useeing and being seen” culminated in his
spectacular self~destruction.™

The intimate reiationship between seeing and not seeing that defined
Napoieonic war watching makes it difhicult to situate its spectatotiai iog—
ics within the standard accounts of the modern politics of observarion.
Ower the last several decades, Michel Foucault’s conception of discipiim
ary society has inspired numerous studies of the ideological complexities
of tele- and microscopic practices and their importance for post-
Enlightenment regimes of biopower. The sense that “now more than ever
we are under surveillance” has come to inform a variety of descriptions of
the Western social order, which is characterized as a field of panoptic
systems of limitless observation in which every business transaction, tele-
phone conversation, or walk down the street gives rise to a mnemonic
field of electronic traces.®' Yet despite the manifold ways in which tech-
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nological reproducibility has come to organize every facet of contempo-
rary life, the iegacy of Napoieonic war specratorship suggests that the
maost comprehensive or intrusive gaze is not necessarii}' the most power-
ful. Discussing the primacy of vision in the military domain, Virilio in-
vokes Napoieon’s declaration that “to command is to speak to the eyes”
without specifying what sort of authoritative speeci‘i is required to permit
19 » i k] . '
the eyes 1o hear” or “see”—or correspondingiy, what sort of poiirlcai
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power is at work when vision “speaks. ocusing on the tensions that
organize the eminenri}r fallible myrh of Napoieonic ini:aiiibiiiry, Foucault
accords the emperor speciai icieoiogicai signiﬁcance as “the individual
who looms over everyrhing with a singie gaze that no dertail, however min-
ute, can escape,” airhough he also regards Napc-iec-n as a conflicted forma-
tion, a transitional ﬁgure with one foot in the old culture ofspecracie and
the other in the new culture of surveillance:

At the moment of its full blossoming, the disciplinary sociery still assumes
with the Emperor the old aspect of the power of specracle. As a monarch
who is at one and the same time a usurper of the ancient throne and the or-
ganizer of the new state, he combined into a single symbolic, ultimate figure
the whole of the long process by which the pomp of sovereignty, the neces-
sarily spectacular manifestations of power, were extinguished one by one in
the daily exercise of surveillance, in a panopricism in which the vigilance of
intersecring gazes was soon to render useless both the eagle and the sun.*?

The shift Foucault describes from a society of specracie to a society of
surveillance, from the amphirhearer or the stage to the panopticon, was
never conlpieteci. Both systems persist, coexisting uneasiiy; at times they
are at odds, at others mutuaiiy reini'i:)rcini_g.-:"j If the “intersecting gazes”
have proven insufﬁcienri}r vigiiant, it is because ri'ley' continue to jucige
their objecrs rhrc-ugh the earlier paradigm of a singuiar sovereign power
and are therefore at best oniy halfhearted about what they see. Corre-
spondingiy, the individual mechanisms of surveillance are undoubrediy
watchful, but they are unable to coordinate with one another to create a
comprehensive compaosite, producing oniy an incon'ipiete or confused pic-
ture, more kaieidoscopic than a pen':ecr panoramic view.

The key question is how these deveiopments have impacred the core of
our Napc-leonic inheritance, the notion of the barttlefield as an unrivaled
scene of force and destruction, the ultimarte “specracuiar manifestation of
power.” Has its primacy been blunted by the “ciaiiy exercise of surveillance,”



