The Future WMD: A Fun Way to Fight Wars?

By Lisa N. Chen

Using Raytheon’s new military weap-
ons controller, the “Universal Control
System (UCS),” just like playing “Call
of Duty”: you have the Xbox control-
ler, you have the plasma screen, and you
have the targets that need to be shot
for the good of your country; the only
significant difference between console
games like “Call of Duty” and Ray-
theon’s weapons controller is that the
latter is meant to kill real people (1).

The UCS, an unmanned aerial vehicle
(UAV) control system, is perhaps the
most comfortable and safe killing ma-
chine in existence: the “pilot” sits in a
leather chair holding a modified Xbox
controller in front of three plasma TV
screens showing digital aerial views
of the target terrain (2). On the off
chance that the vehicle comes under
attack, the soldier will physically feel
no less hurt than if he were being as-
saulted in a video game. The UAV the
pilot is controlling could be anywhere
in the world, so the UCS can be used to
target anything from mountain ranges
to specific houses or cars that contain
suspected terrorists (2).

The UCS is the product of coop-
eration between military technology
developer Raytheon, a company that
works closely with the American mili-
tary, and video game developers (3).
The UCS began at Raytheon, through
the company’s realization that past UAV
control systems were very hard to use
and required numerous command codes
that were difficult to remember. Because
the pilot had to simultaneously type
command codes into QWERTY boards
and use a joystick to maneuver the UAV,
both reaction time and coordination
were compromised, resulting in many
accidental crashes of multi-million dol-
lar UAV units (4); in fact, data shows
that around 67% of UAV crashes in
the last 5 years resulted from pilots’
mistakes (5).

Raytheon recognized the flaws of the

previous control systems and came up
with the innovative idea of modeling
their new control system after video
games, which have become increasingly
sophisticated, realistic, and perhaps
most importantly, popular. By manipu-
lating the Xbox console to create a more
intuitive UAV control system, Raytheon
has also created a military weapon that
many air force recruits would already be
highly proficient with. The preliminary
training for UCS could be as simple as
the ability to play games like “Halo” or
“Call of Duty,” saving the military time
and money that would have been used
to familiarize recruits with complex
command codes that accompanied past
UAV control systems (5).

Although the UCS is currently expen-
sive, the potential benefit it would give
to the military in terms of decreased
accidental UAV crashes, safety and ease
of targeting, and increased interest in
the military will make this unorthodox
system very appealing to the defense
sector (0).

What does this mean for the Iraq
War? UAVs have already been used dur-
ing the current War on Terror despite
their flaws, because of their convenient
nature (6). The two primary criticisms
of the Iraq War are that it has killed
too many American soldiers and that
American military presence in a sover-
eign land has caused international con-
demnation of the United States. If the
United States military only used UAVs
operated on American soil, then both of
those problems would be significantly
ameliorated. The use of UCS will also
enable safer reconnaissance missions—
especially in the mountainous terrain of
some Middle Eastern states—and even
more significantly, will help save lives,
due to UAV’s ability to selectively target
only suspected terrorists. Thus, UCS
seems like the ideal military weapon.

However, do these benefits outweigh
the moral unease some of us may feel

towards blurring the line between the
game world and the real world? If, to
Americans, war simply means playing
an advanced video game, what implica-
tions does that have to the people we
are fighting, in particular, the innocents
who get caught in the crossfire? Should
we reduce human lives into graphic
representations that are ironically cruder
than those in real video games like Call
of Duty? Most frighteningly, USC is
a fun version of a weapon that could
cause mass destruction without any
physical, human contact with the people
we are destroying. Thus, the overarch-
ing question that must be considered is
whether there is danger in any country
possessing so much military power at
so little immediate cost.

With the UCS, soldiers may be
able to engage in conbat with
consoles similar to Microsoft’s
Xbox, as well as train with games
such as “Halo” and “Call of
Duty.”

References

(1) “Raytheon Universal Control Systems.” 2008. Ray-
theon Company. 1 Oct. 2008 <http://www.raytheon.
com/capabilities/products/ucs/>.

(2) Associated Press. “Military Drones, a la Video
Games.” The Boston Globe. 20 July 2008.1 Oct. 2008
<http://www.boston.com/business/technology/
articles/2008/07/20/military_drones_a_la_video_
games/>.

(3) Saletan, William. “War is Halo: Killing Real People
Becomes a Video Game.” 22 July 2008. 1 Oct. 2008
<http://www.slate.com/id/2195751/>.

(4) Boxer, Steve. “War Really has Now Become a Vid-
eogame [sic].” 17 July 2008.Guardian News and Media
Limited.1 Oct. 2008 <http://www.guardian.co.uk/
technology/2008/jul/17/games.military>.

(5) Robertson, David. “Raytheon Universal Control
System Creates a New Rule of Thumb.” TimesOnline.
12 July 2008.1 Oct. 2008 <http://business.timeson-
line.co.uk/tol/business/industry_sectors/technology/
article4319149.ece>.

(6) Saletan, William. “War is Halo: Killing Real People
Becomes a Video Game.” 22 July 2008. 1 Oct. 2008
<http://www.slate.com/id/2195751/>.

| | commentary lisanchen_waz.indd 55

O

fall 2008 « Harvard Science Review 55

2/9/2009 11:16:27 PM | |



