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Abstract

The nature of war has a major impact on how it will be represented and re-
membered in the media and literature. Unlike in previous wars, the develop-
ments and the availability of technologies and media have enabled twenty-
first century soldiers to become the immediate protagonists of their own war
narratives. Technology has allowed for a more instantaneous, first-hand ex-
perience of the war to reach the public gaze and, even more importantly, to
challenge, disprove, or even subvert official military, political, and media re-
ports. One such example is Colby Buzzell’s blog CBFTW (Colby Buzzell Fuck
the War), which he launched during his deployment to Iraq in 2004, and
turned into a memoir, My War: Killing Time in Irag, in 2005. Writing the blog
in the midst of the war, in which he disputes many official reports, put him
under the surveillance of his commanders and of the Pentagon itself. This
paper will focus on how the cynicism, sarcasm, and honesty of Buzzell’s
memoir and blog entries indeed contradicted the mainstream media and mili-
tary reports of the Iraq War. With that, the blog seemed to challenge
Baudrillard’s insights on the media, simulation, and spectacle. However, the
analysis will also point to the fact that the power of Buzzell’s blog as an alter-
native media was brief since the military managed to undertake actions that
regulate (censor) twenty-first century war narratives.
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1. The Media and Representations of War

Every war in history is specific and different from previous conflicts
concerning the nature of war, timespan, geography, the use of weap-
ons, casualties, causes, and consequences. The same applies when we
consider the representations of war which Kate McLaughlin in her
study Authoring War: The Literary Representation of War from the lliad to
Iraq corroborates, “[I]t now seems evident that the First World War’s
natural form was the lyric poem, that the Second World War’s was the
epic novel, that the Vietnam War’s was the movie,” and that the Iraq
Wars’ natural form “may well turn out to be the blog” (10). It is note-
worthy to mention that the Vietnam War was the first televised war,
granting the American public access to images of combat, destruction,
and crimes, which, consequently, added to the public’s disapproval of
the war. After the war, it was “widely believed that . . . the United
States lost the war because it was televised,” an argument made by Pres-
ident Lyndon Johnson (Mandelbaum 157). It is clear that, since the
Vietnam War, the media became a tool not just for reporting about
the war but also for the way in which the war would be petrceived by
the public: “|T]he television coverage revealed the truth of what was
going on, even in the face of constant Pentagon reports of successes
and victories” (LeShan 92). Since the Vietnam War was the first one
the United States lost despite their technological and military supetior-
ity, in the following decade, the nation desperately tried to make sense
of the fiasco, however, mostly by blame-shifting; soldiers blamed the
military strategy, the government blamed the media, and the majority
of the public blamed the government. All this compelled the Ameri-
can military to question and consider the role of media in war reports,
which would prove to be an extremely clever tactic less than twenty

years later.
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In fact, a peculiar turn happened in 1991, during the Persian Gulf
War. That particular war was also televised to the point that CNN
covered all of its stages 24/7 in an unprecedented way. In many ways,
it “resembled a miniseries” (“Television”) with its memorable graphic
introduction and a distinct jingle.! There were images of American air-
strikes, interviews with American troops, constant reports from em-
bedded journalists, all of which seemed so authentic, immediate, and
trustworthy that the public utterly ignored the fact that the sanitized
version of combat was provided by the Department of Defense. All
aspects of the TV coverage of the Gulf War “seemed fantastic and fu-
turistic, something that reminded many viewers of a video game”
(“Television”). In his study The Psychology of War, LeShan explains the
function of mainstream media and the objective of military officials
during the First Gulf War:

The media as a whole was magnificently managed by the military,
showing how well the military has learned the lessons of the Vi-
etnam fiasco. . . . Not only was the Persian Gulf War different
from Vietnam, it was the cleanest, most bloodless, most ideal pic-
ture of war we had seen. . . . The military had solved the dilemma

of how to present war to the civilian population. (93-94; empha-
sis added)

In other words, the military now controlled the media by carefully se-
lecting how and what should be disclosed to the public eye, and the
war was presented as a swift and surgically executed victory, light in
casualties. This was, however, far from reality, since the information
that reached the public disregarded the fact that there had been an
ecological disaster in the Gulf with oil wells burning for months after
the end of the war, that soldiers were afflicted with severe chronic
disorders (such as sclerosis, neurological disorders, cancer, migraines,

seizures, skin disorders, and respiratory conditions) upon their return

1 See: “CNN — Gulf War Theme 91.”
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home,? and the fact that the wat’s mission, the New Wotld Order, al-
most entirely failed.? Indeed, the coalition that fought Saddam Hus-
sein’s army in 1991 did not overthrow the dictator from power. Be-
cause of this, Jean Baudrillard made, at first, a seemingly ridiculous
statement that the war had actually never happened: “[TThis is not
war, any more than 10,000 tons of bombs per day is sufficient to
make it a war. Any more than a direct transmission by the CNN of
real time information is sufficient to authenticate a war” (Baudrillard,
“The Gulf War” 61). Baudrillard’s reasoning lies in the assumption
that a war requires two opposing sides in a conflict, which is some-
thing that essentially did not occur in the Gulf,

because the two adversaries did not even confront each other

face to face, the one lost in its virtual war won in advance, and

the other buried in its traditional war lost in advance. They never

saw each other: when the Americans finally appeared behind
their curtain of bombs, the Iraqi had already disappeared behind

their curtain of smoke . . . the fact that the Americans never saw
Iraqis is compensated by the fact that Iraqgis never fought them.
(625 82)

What Baudrillard criticized in that essay is not the actual war (he was
not denying it had indeed occurred) but, rather, the media’s virtu-
al/hyperreal representation of wat. Cleatly, the proclaimed aim of

such coverage of the war was to present the public with seemingly ob-

2 See: “Gulf War Illness and the Health of Persian Gulf War Veterans: Scientific Find-
ings and Recommendations.”

3 The New World Order is an idea formed by President George H. W. Bush in 1991.
The main objective of the NWO was a world united in its mission to halt aggression
and secure world peace: “Until now, the world we’ve known has been a world divided
— a wotld of barbed wire and concrete block, conflict and cold war. Now, we can see
a new wortld coming into view. A world in which there is the very real prospect of a
new wortld order. In the words of Winston Churchill, a ‘world ordet’ in which ‘the
principles of justice and fair play . . . protect the weak against the strong . ..” A world
where the United Nations, freed from cold war stalemate, is poised to fulfill the his-
toric vision of its founders. A world in which freedom and respect for human rights
find a home among all nations” (“After the War”).


http://www.va.gov/gulfwaradvisorycommittee/docs/GWIandHealthofGWVeterans_RAC-GWVIReport_2008.pdf
http://www.va.gov/gulfwaradvisorycommittee/docs/GWIandHealthofGWVeterans_RAC-GWVIReport_2008.pdf
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jective and impartial real-time information about the war by offering
them a false sense of direct involvement and interaction. In other
words, the CNN coverage was not a representation of the war but,
rather, a mere simulation based on a spectacle. In his “In the Shadow
of the Silent Majorities” (1983), Baudrillard already pointed at a cul-
tural phenomenon—that masses do not require information and
meaning but, rather, a spectacle: “[N]o effort has been able to convert
them to the seriousness of the content, nor even to the seriousness of
the code. Messages are given to them, they only want some sign, they
idolise the play of signs and stereotypes, they idolise any content so
long as it resolves itself into a spectacular sequence. What they reject
is the ‘dialectic’ of meaning” (“In the Shadow” 10). Similarly, it was
exactly the spectacle that the masses were served with the non-stop
media coverage of the Persian Gulf War.

The turn of the millennium brought about another revolution.
Since the appearance of Google in 1998, the world has had the oppoz-
tunity to search for information more quickly and easily than ever.
Advancements in computer technology, Internet access, and various
new platforms like Skype, Facebook, and YouTube torever transformed
the way humans communicate and interact. This also affected the way
of reporting about war, and the way the public consumed those re-
ports, making the reports all the more pervasive. The United States
government (and military) fiercely tried to use the same Persian Gulf
formula for securing public support of the pending Iraq invasion in
2003, but this time with little success. This is because by 2003, the
world learned the truth about the war in the Gulf, and people were
reluctant to believe anything served by the government and facilitated
by mainstream media. With the emergence of the Internet, war blogs
seemingly became an alternative media that the public turned to for

trustworthy, unbiased, and uncensored information. However, the
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analysis of Colby Buzzell’s blog and memoir will soon indicate that

such an alternative media function of war blogs was quite short-lived.

2. War Blogs and Military Blogs

Web logs, better known as blogs, appeared on the Internet by the end
of the twentieth century, and the first war blogs appeared just days af-
ter the 9/11 attacks. The main objective of war blogs was to comment
on “political and diplomatic circumstances surrounding the attacks”
(Reynolds 60), their “chief attraction [being] that they offer[ed] per-
spectives overlooked in most U.S. news reports” (qtd. in Reynolds
61). In 2003, a journalist commented that war blogs enabled a “parse
overview for news junkies who wanted information from all sides, and
a personal insight that bypassed the sanitizing Cousineart of big-media
news editing” (Levy). The number of war blogs exploded during the
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and soon even the mainstream media
journalists became avid readers of war blogs. It is thus no wonder that
the London Times dubbed the conflict in Iraq “the first www.war”
(qtd. in Reynolds 61).

Additionally, when the war in Iraq started in 2003, American sol-
diers were supported by a massive infrastructure. Their military bases
were like little towns in which the troops had phone centers, Internet
cafés, gyms, shops, fruit juice stands, tailor shops, movie theaters,
Xboxes, and PlayStations at their disposal.* On top of that, the infra-
structure also included Internet access; therefore, e-mails, social me-
dia, and YouTube were soon flooded with comments, images, and vid-
eos from the battlefield from the soldiet’s perspective, which sparked
a large interest among the readership. In their article “Believing the

Blogs of Warr” Johnson and Kaye provide three major reasons why

4 See: Colby Buzzell’s memoir My War: Killing Time in Irag (147-54), in which the au-
thor describes all the amenities that American soldiers had at their disposal.


http://www.war/
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military blogs gained not just popularity but also credibility during the
Iraq War. The first reason was that blogs were written by soldiers
whom readers found more informed and credible than the traditional
media. Next, they saw them as more subjective and honest, and final-
ly, the readers liked the fact that blogs were interactive, allowing them
to post comments (317). All these purposes seemed to resolve the
problem Baudrillard had with mass media—that there is no exchange
of information and meaning: “the very concept of medium . . . it no
longer acts as a medinm, as an autonomous system administered by the
code. . . . the code becomes the only agency that speaks, that exchang-
es itself and reproduces . . . it is no longer people who exchange; the
system of exchange value reproduces itself through them” (“Requi-
em” 284-45). Blogs, on the other hand, were seen as personal with
the ability to create meaning among one another through posts, com-
ments, and responses.

It is then no wonder that the website milblogging.com (2005—
2016) counted over 3,000 milblogs from over fifty countries for the
duration of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and since 2005, there
have been annual conferences regarding military blogs (Milblog Con-
ference) with the aim of bringing together military bloggers and their
avid readership. Also, the first anthology of military blogs, Blog War:
Reports from the Front Line of Soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan, was pub-
lished in 2006 by Matthew Burden, a former US Army major and the
founder of one of the most popular military blogs. In the introduction
to the anthology, Burden states that there are three types of conflict
reporting—war reporters, official reports from the Ministry of De-
fense, and soldiers’ testimonies, pointing out that the last method has
historically been the most susceptible to censorship. He praises the
power of the military blog that gave an “unfiltered [and instant] ap-
proach to the War on Terror” to “anyone with an internet access and

interest” because the “military population has access to the same
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means of communication as the media” (4). Since 2007, there has
even been a special literary award category (Lulu Blooker Prize) for
books published from blogs.>

In sum, the above-mentioned arguments indicate that, in the
twenty-first century, war and military blogs have become the primary
and preferred source of information about the war because the public
believed that the mainstream media were once again controlled by the
military. In fact, the media continued to write positively about the War
on Terror up to the point that Martin Bell, a veteran and a journalist,
discussed “the death of news” (221). In his opinion, the media “pro-
moted the government’s efforts with reports crossing the line from
being detached observers to acting as if they were government repre-
sentatives” (Bell 223). In the opinion of many, “journalists aban-
donled] the notion of neutrality and cover|ed] the war in terms of
good guys/bad guys and good versus evil” (qtd. In Johnson and Kaye
316-17). Unlike the mainstream media, military blogs offered a valua-

ble alternative.

3. (BFTW- “Becoming the Media”

Colby Buzzell was twenty-six years old when he joined the Army in
2003 to find some anchor in life and move away from alcohol, drugs,
and petty crimes. He was deployed to Iraq the same year and started
journaling, partly as therapy and partly to pass the time. When several
computers arrived at his base in Mosul, the author decided to start a
military blog CBETW (Colby Bugzell Fuck the War), which soon became
widely popular up to the point that the author came under surveillance
and was pressured into shutting it down. In 2005, he turned his blog

into a memoir My War: Killing Time in Iraq and was praised for his “un-

5 Colby Buzzell was the first recipient of the award for his book My War: Killing Time
in Iragq.
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filtered, often ferocious expression of . . . [a] boots-on-the-ground
view of the Iraq war” (“Ex-GI’s Memoir”). The book is a collage of
diary and blog entries, enriched with excerpts from official CNN re-
ports, fan mail, quotes from his favorite books and songs, the U.S.
Constitution, and complete transcripts of military oaths, official mili-
tary speeches, and numerous official guidelines for soldiers when ad-
dressing the media. All of this served as his method of questioning
and subverting mainstream media and discrediting official government
and military reports.

The first part of the memoir reflects on Buzzell’s mentioned rea-
sons to join the army, which are, ironically, not at all connected to pat-
riotism, a sense of duty, or belonging to generations of servicemen in
his family. His reasons are far more pragmatic in the sense that he
wants to move away from his parents’ house at all costs. It is interest-
ing and important to note how Buzzell was influenced and shaped by
American popular culture that immortalized soldiers and sacralized
war to the point that he believed that his reasons for enlisting were an
anomaly in the system, only to learn that the majority of enlisted pet-
sons decided to join for the very same reasons—financial security and
housing independence. In addition, the influence of American popular
culture seems to have shaped his expectations about the war and the
army. Just weeks before deployment, his battalion met their new
commander, who appeared on the stage with a Tomahawk in his hand
(they were the Tomahawk Battalion). Buzzell admits that, as he was
listening to the commander saying “Men, this is not a peacekeeping
mission. We will not be handing out bread, we will be handing out
lead,” he imagined the scene as “something out of Patton” (Buzzell, My
War 57) with an American flag unfolding in the background. Fur-
thermore, the commander’s speech denies the fact that the American
public does not support the invasion because, in his opinion, real

Americans love to wage wars (57). Next to this, Buzzell confirms how
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his generation grew up on Hollywood war movies such as “Apocalypse
Now, Full Metal Jacket, Platoon, Hamburger Hill, Patton, The Dirty Dozen,
Black Hawk Down, In the Army Now” and that many of them probably
joined the Army “because they watched these movies one too many
times” (73). To them, these are “classic war flicks” (73) that cleatly no
longer bear any anti-war message but are rather consumed during lei-
sure time before deployment. Stacy Peebles, in her study Wekomse to the
Suck: Narrating the American Soldier’s Experience in Irag, observes this
phenomenon and states that “instead of reflecting somberly on the
carnage at hand, . . . [they] thrill to the violent and sexy spectacle of
fighters like them violating social and moral taboos” (24).

During another battalion meeting, the soldiers were instructed on
how they should deal with the media, in particular, what they usz say

if the reporters ask them about the mission:

e We are here to help Iraq restore its independence.

e We will work to eliminate the enemy that continues to
hinder the progress for the Iraqi people.

e Our efforts support the continuing fight in the Global
War on Terrorism.

e We will remain in Iraq until our mission is complete.

(Buzzell 60)
Cleatly, the media were not directly to blame for censorship and the
lack of criticism since, just like in the earlier Gulf conflict, the censor-
ship came precisely from the ranks of the military leadership. Also,
Buzzell was informed that embedded reporters would be with them in
Iraq, with the aim of providing an accurate account of events. How-
ever, Buzzell remembers “how the embedded reporters reported the
twenty-one days to Baghdad, and it was pretty sickening how they
covered it. The media reported the war the same way they would have
if it was the fucking Super Bowl of the century. Good vs. evil. Ameri-
ca vs. Iraq. Us vs. Them. Right vs. Wrong” (Buzzell 59). Apart from
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this, the author recalls how reporting about the war resembled a
postmodern spectacle in which reporters were “all pumped up and
excited like [they were] actually playing in the fucking game” before
the report was interrupted by a “Britney Spears Pepsi commercial”
and cell phone advertisements (60). It seems that the mainstream me-
dia still held onto the Persian Gulf War scenario regarding reports on
the Iraq invasion, in which the line between reality and entertainment
virtually disappeared. The public became a part of the “society of the
spectacle,”’® in which viewers, or better to say consumers, had only the
illusion of being informed, whereas it was them who were actually
consumed by hypermediation and hyperreality. As eatly as 1967, Guy
Debord observed that life is an “accumulation of spectacles” and that
reality resides in a “pseudoworld that can only be looked at” but not re-
trieved (4), which, in the digital age, surely became the new reality, or,
as Baudrillard calls it, “hyperreality.”

This is exactly what Buzzell wishes to challenge with his blog,
however, but not at first. He admits that he learned about the oppot-
tunity to blog in a Times article and thought that posting “a little diary
stuff, maybe some rants, links to some cool shit, thoughts, experienc-
es, garbage, crap, whatever” (Buzzell, My War 107) might be a fine
way to pass the time. His first post appeared on June 22, 2004, and the
seeming anonymity of the Internet made him believe that “with the
Internet and the blog format, it looked like I could write whatever 1
wanted to, post it, and people I didn’t know at all would be able to
read what I wrote . . . and I would remain totally invisible and name-
less” (110). The Times article also informed him that “self-published
blogs were becoming an alternative to the media” and mentioned the
fact that soldiers were already blogging about the war (113), which

made him wonder how the military would allow that. He soon learned

¢ A term coined by Guy Debord in his 1967 study Society of the Spectacle.
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that most of the blogs were shut down, except for the ones “saying a
bunch of brainwashed rhetoric . . . that everyone could read on “the
official U.S. Army recruiting website” (114). Despite being aware of
possible and probable censorship, Buzzell continued to blog about his
daily routine, his favorite books, songs, poems, and musings about the
war up until the ambush in Mosul in August 2004.

This incident challenged Buzzell to write more openly in his
blog. In fact, he remembers that before deployment, the Army—
together with all the equipment—provided a list of approved respons-
es to the questions the media might ask them, specifically stating what
they could and what they could not discuss with the media, such as the
number of troops and the information about operations, locations,
casualties, and Rules of Engagement. These restrictions seemed logical
since the information might have jeopardized soldiers’ security and
endangered the mission. However, Buzzell is enraged when he reads

the CNN report on the fighting he participated in:

MOSUL CLASHES LEAVE 12 DEAD

Clashes between police and insurgents in the northern city of
Mosul left 12 Iragis dead and 26 wounded, hospital and police

sources said Wednesday.

Rifle and rocket-propelled-grenade fire as well as explosions
were heard in the streets of the city.

The provincial governor imposed a curfew that began at 3 p.m.
local time (7 a.m. EDT), and two hours later, provincial forces,
police and Iragi National Guard took control, according to
Hazem Gelawi, head of the governor’s press office in Nineveh
province. Gelawi said the city is stable and expect the curfew to
be lifted Thursday. (Buzzell 248)

The next day, Buzzell posts a lengthy account of his experience in the
fighting on his blog, in which he details what actually happened as he

himself took part in a grueling four-hour exchange of fire with the in-
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surgents.” He reports hearing and feeling “the bullets whiz literally
inches” (250) from his head and saying that he has never experienced
fear like that: “I cannot put into words how scared I was” (251). His
vehicle was repeatedly attacked with RPGs, and they had to leave the
“kill zone” to reload:
We rolled back to the area where we’d just dodged death, and we
were taking fire from all over. I fired and fired and fired and
fired and fired. At EVERYTHING. I was just 360-ing the .50-
cal and shooting at everything. We were taking fire from all over,
and every single one of us had our guns blazing. . . . This gun-
fight had been going on for 4 2 hours when the INGs [Iraqi
National Guard] showed up to the party (about fucking time) in

their ING pick-up trucks, all jam packed with ING soldiers in
uniform armed with AK-47s. (252-50)

After the fight, he learns that two of his platoon members were in-
jured and in critical condition, and reveals in his blog that he does not
believe that the “CNN’s report of only 12 dead is accurate” (260).
This post was soon removed from his blog, and the full, thirteen-
page-long transcript can now only be found in his memoir. The next
blog entry quotes “Task Force Tomahawk Press Release,” stating that
“multinational forces served in a supporting role, providing additional
support where and when the Iraqi leaders involved in the attacks re-
quested it. No multinational forces were killed” (261). This report,
though more detailed, provides incomplete information by not men-
tioning that they have severely injured soldiers, and blatantly lies about
the supporting role of “multinational forces, who were, in fact, only

Americans.”8

7 See: cbftw.blogspot.com/2004/08/men-in-black.html.

Note that the post has been removed from the page; however, the readers’ responses
shed some light on the experience.

8 On many occasions, Buzzell detected how the language of war has been appropriat-
ed in order to confuse or ease the public. Namely, euphemisms became a part of both
the military and media discourse to the point that the original meaning is obscured or
entirely incomprehensible to the average consumer of mass media. The purpose of
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The next day, Buzzell learns that there is only little press infor-
mation regarding the ambush and fight in Mosul and wonders “what
else goes on here in Iraq that never gets reported to the people back
home” (263). However, to his surprise, Buzzell’s entry becomes viral
as he starts to receive emails from all over the world (from civilians as
well as soldiers). Mostly, they thank him for shedding light on the ex-
perience of what it is like to be in a combat zone, as well as for
providing comfort to parents whose sons are serving in Iraq. Several
days later, Buzzell also learns that parts of his blog have been included
in the News Tribune, the local Tacoma, Washington newspaper, and
realizes that his “weblog will soon be the next casualty of war” (273).
Soon enough, the Pentagon discovers the article and informs com-
manders in Iraq. Buzzell was not punished in any way for blogging; in
fact, many soldiers, including the commander, were avid readers of his
blog because he was a good writer (275). The commander allowed
him to continue writing if his platoon sergeant approved it beforehand
and emphasized “that he didn’t want to censor [him| and that [he] still
had the freedom of speech thing, as long as [he| wasn’t doing anything
that would endanger the mission” (275-76). On several more occa-
sions, Buzzell’s commanders made it very clear that, even as a soldiet,
he had the right to the First Amendment, but that he could not go on

any more missions or even leave the base “until further notice” (285).

such language was to propagate and support the certain image (picture or simulacrum)
of war, rather than to objectively report on it:

One day we went on a vehicle patrol through one of the city’s main
arteries, the Tampa route. Vehicle patrols were still known as
“movement to contact” tasks. The army used to call them “search
and destroy” tasks, but as we are now a kinder, gentler army, now
we call them “movement to contact.” . .. Just as we can no longer
call the enemy an enemy. Instead we call them “anti-Iraqi forces. . . .
Movement to contact is when we would go trolling around the
streets of Mosul in our Stryker vehicles to see if we could lure some
terrorists or insurgents to take the bait and attack us” (Buzzell 168).
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In other words, he was disabled from writing about the things that
truly interested the public under the pretense that his blog might jeop-
ardize operational security. By this time, Buzzell’s blog had become
quite popular and other non-profit journalists sided with him, claiming
that his confinement had little to do with operational security and all
to do with “American politics and how the war is seen by a public that
is getting increasingly shaky about the overall venture” (291).

The visibility and popularity of his blog posed a real threat so
that the authorities might shut it down, and he did not want to waste
his “chain of command’s time by having them review all [his] writing
for ‘OPSEC’ concerns prior to [him| posting it on the World Wide
Web” (300). Therefore, he decided to log off on August 22, 2004, af-

ter three months and a total of twenty blog entries.

4. Conclusion: From Alternative Media to the Spectacle

Personal war testimonies, especially those written by soldiers in the
midst of war, have always been susceptible to censorship. The reasons
for such a treatment ate, in fact, understandable since there is always a
danger that crucial information might come into the possession of the
enemy. However, there are other reasons for such erasures that direct-
ly deal with the desired perception of the war in the public eye and
consciousness. In the history of the U.S., unfavorable images, reports,
and testimonies (especially about the war in Vietnam), fueled anti-war
demonstrations and anger towards both the military and the govern-
ment. Since then, the American military has devised a tactic to provide
the media with information about the war, which became a spectacle
and a propaganda-fest devoid of any reality. At the turn of the millen-
nium, and with the rise of the Internet, the public gained access to
more than just a sanitized version of war reposts. It was the military
blogs in particular that seemingly provided a more accurate, detailed,

first-hand, and immediate war coverage at first. Early studies reported
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that military blogs seemed to have restored the public belief in the
democratic process and gave voice to the marginalized. They profiled
as alternative media that apparently could not be censored by report-
ers, editors, or the military and political elite, which was unimaginable
during earlier wars.

With those ideas in mind, Colby Buzzell started his blog CBFTW
during his deployment in Iraq in 2004, and it became one of the prime
examples of soldiers on active duty who tried to dispute, challenge,
and subvert the mainstream media’s coverage of the war. Through his
cynical, candid, and unfiltered accounts, he managed to fill in the gaps
and downright reveal the shortcomings of official media and military
reports regarding specific battles in Mosul. What is more, his writing
provided reassurance and comfort to many parents whose sons served
in Iraq during that time. However, as Buzzell’s blog became viral in a
matter of days, and got publicity in the media, it consequently dis-
turbed the highest ranks of the American military—the Pentagon. De-
spite the fact that his blog did not jeopardize operational security, it
did contradict official statements about the war, and the destiny of
such accounts was clear—they were to be removed from the Internet.
As of 2007, the Pentagon issued “a regulation that attempts to control
material before it is posted on the Internet, requiring personnel to
consult with superiors and security officers prior to Internet activity”
(Peebles 44), which happened to Buzzell three years eatlier.

However, since the Internet is “a medium that even the strongest
government could not control” (Peebles 44), the officials took the “if
you cannot beat them, join them” stance. Thus, “what once had the
hint of sassy independence or even underground rebellion has gone
mainstream” (Dao) in a sense that the biggest Internet site, milblog-
ging.com, was overtaken by military.com in 2000, and the following
year, President George W. Bush met with the milblogging community.

Unsurprisingly, “the blogs represented at the meeting are generally
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pro-Bush and pro-military, and the ensuing reports were highly sym-
pathetic to the president” (Abramowitz). One can then argue that the
vigor of these alternative media was as short-lived as Colby Buzzell’s
blog. The independent, unfiltered, and riveting accounts of the war
present in the first military blogs have become co-opted by the very
institution they once desired to challenge and dispute. The fact that
they have been transformed into yet another spectacle is supported by
the fact that the 2023 milblog conference was held in Las Vegas under
the name Military Influencer Conference (“MIC”) with a list of celeb-
rities attending and lucrative cash prizes included. The conference that
in 2005 was envisioned as a meeting between bloggers and their read-
ers, ultimately metamorphosed into an all-American product—

showbusiness.

Works Cited

Abramowitz, Michael. “President Reaches Out to a Friendly Circle in New
Media.” The Washington Post, 16 Sept. 2007,
www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2007/09/15/AR2007091500759.html. Accessed 15
Mar. 2024.

Baudrillard, Jean. “In the Shadow of the Silent Majorities.” Iz the Shadow of the
Silent Majorities or The End of the Social and Other Essays, translated by Paul
Foss, Paul Patton, and John Johnston, Foreign Agents Series, 1983, pp.
1-61.

—. “Requiem for the Media.” The New Media Reader, edited by Noah War-
drip-Fruin and Nick Montfort, The MIT Press, 2003, pp. 277-88.

—. “The Gulf War Did Not Take Place.” The Gulf War Did Not Take Place,
translated by Paul Patton, Indiana UP, 1995, pp. 61-87.

Bell, Martin. The War and the Death of News: From Battlefield to Newsroom — My
Fifty Years in Journalism. Oneworld Publications, 2018.

Burden, Matthew Currier. “Introduction.” The Blog of War: Frontline Dispatches
Sfrom Soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan, Simon and Shuster Paperbacks, 20006,
pp. 4-0.



https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/09/15/AR2007091500759.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/09/15/AR2007091500759.html

118 Jasna Poljak Rehlicki

Bush, George W. H. “After the War: The President; Transcript of President
Bush’s Address on End of the Gulf War.” The New York Times, 7 March
1991, www.nytimes.com/1991/03/07 /us/after-war-president-transcript-
president-bush-s-address-end-gulf-war.html. Accessed 10 June 2024.

Buzzell, Colby. My War: Killing Time in Iraq. Berkley Caliber, 2005.

“CNN — Gulf War Theme ‘91.” You#Tube, uploaded by JimHeathThemes, 7
Aug. 2012, www.youtube.com/watch?v=dG5j2gWg94c. Accessed 5 Mar.
2024.

Dao, James. “Military Blogging Goes Mainstream.” The New York Times, 1

May 2011, www.nytimes.com/2011/05/02/us/02bloggers.html. Ac-
cessed 10 Mar. 2024.

Debord, Guy. Society of the Spectacle. 1967. Translated by Kenn Knabb, Hob-
goblin Press, 2002.

“Ex-GI’s Memoir Named Best Book Based on Blog.” NBCNews, 15 May
2007, www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna18672314. Accessed 5 Mar. 2023.

“Gulf War Illness and the Health of Persian Gulf War Veterans: Scientific
Findings and Recommendations.” U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs,

www.va.gov/gulfwaradvisorycommittee/docs/ GWIandHealthofGWVete
rans RAC-GWVIReport 2008.pdf. Accessed 2 Feb. 2024.

Johnson, Thomas J., and Barbara K. Kaye. “Believing the Blogs of War?
How Blog Users Compare on the Credibility and Characteristics in 2003
and 2007.” Media, War & Conflict, vol. 3, no. 3, 2010, pp. 315-33.

LeShan, Lawrence. The Psychology of War. Helios Press, 2002.

Levy, Steven. “Random Access Online: Bloggers’ Delight.” Newsweek, 28

March 2003, www.newsweek.com/random-access-online-bloggers-
delight-132403. Accessed 2 Mar. 2023.

Mandelbaum, Michael. “Vietnam: The Television War.” Daedalus, vol. 111,
no. 4, 1982, pp. 157-69. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/20024822. Ac-
cessed 2 Mar. 2023.

McLaughlin, Kate. Authoring War: The Literary Representation of War from the 1li-
ad to Irag. Cambridge UP, 2011.

Peebles, Stacy. Welome to the Suck: Narrating the American Soldier’s Experience in
Iraq. Cornell UP, 2011.

Reynolds, Glenn Hatrlan. “The Blogs of War: How the Internet is Reshaping
Foreign Policy.” The National Interest, no. 75, 2004, pp. 59—64.


https://www.nytimes.com/1991/03/07/us/after-war-president-transcript-president-bush-s-address-end-gulf-war.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1991/03/07/us/after-war-president-transcript-president-bush-s-address-end-gulf-war.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dG5j2gWg94c
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/02/us/02bloggers.html
https://www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna18672314
http://www.va.gov/gulfwaradvisorycommittee/docs/GWIandHealthofGWVeterans_RAC-GWVIReport_2008.pdf
http://www.va.gov/gulfwaradvisorycommittee/docs/GWIandHealthofGWVeterans_RAC-GWVIReport_2008.pdf
http://www.newsweek.com/random-access-online-bloggers-delight-132403
http://www.newsweek.com/random-access-online-bloggers-delight-132403
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20024822

War Blogs: Alternative Media in Narrating the War? 119

“MIC.” Military Influencer. www.militaryinfluencer.com/mic-2023-home. Ac-
cessed 15 Mar. 2023.

“Television — The Persian Gulf War” _American  Foreign  Relations,
www.ameticanforeignrelations.com/O-W /Television-The-persian-gulf-

war html#b%23ixzz1uKXkgB11. Accessed 14 Feb. 2024.



https://militaryinfluencer.com/mic-2023-home
https://militaryinfluencer.com/mic-2023-home
https://www.americanforeignrelations.com/O-W/Television-The-persian-gulf-war.html#b%23ixzz1uKXkqB1I
https://www.americanforeignrelations.com/O-W/Television-The-persian-gulf-war.html#b%23ixzz1uKXkqB1I

