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INTRODUCTION 

We find Virtual Reality (VR), and the ideas about what world the technology is meant 
to bring about, at a particularly vexed moment in time. The dream of VR as “the 
ultimate empathy machine” (Milk 2015) has held sway over the medium for the past 
decade, propagated most prominently by Meta’s “VR for Good” programs and later 
by the United Nations’ deployment of VR as “PeaceTech” – as a peace machine.1 
However, by 2024, Meta had paused its “VR for Good” program and began scaling 
down its Reality Labs division (Bye 2024; Isaac 2025). In 2025, together with military 
tech company Anduril Industries, Meta announced a $100 million contract with the 
U.S. Department of Defense (DoD) to develop VR hardware for the Army. This is an 
ironic turn of events, considering that Anduril founder Palmer Luckey was allegedly 
ousted from Meta for his pro-Trump politics in 2017, a few years after his company 
Oculus VR had been bought up by the then-liberal tech giant for over $2 billion 
(Hayden 2024). Luckey himself has described the project as a personal victory, 
having now “persuaded not just Meta but many others that working with the 
military is important” (in Somerville 2025, n.p.). 

In the current political situation, with Silicon Valley’s general realignment towards 
the far right and the global militarization of Big Tech in full swing, we are witnessing 
VR drift from its aspirations of being a technology for peace towards being a 
technology for the war machine. We explain how this shift could take place through 
an analysis of the martial history and “technopolitics” (Hecht and Edwards 2010; 
Ølgaard 2025) of Virtual Reality and its surrounding “sociotechnical imaginaries” 
(Jasanoff 2015). Key to that analysis will be an attentiveness to how the affordances 
of VR as a “playful media technology” (Frissen et al. 2015) have been mobilized both 
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in the service of peace and of war, and how both sides operate through a similarly 
violent logic of surveillance and control.  

A MARTIAL HISTORY OF VIRTUAL REALITY 

We trace VR technology back to the first head-mounted displays created by Ivan 
Sutherland in the late 1960s for military helicopter pilots and observe its continued 
development in mainly military-industrial and technoscientific contexts throughout 
the Cold War and post-Cold War period (see Lenoir 2000). A key moment in the 
history of this “military-academic-entertainment complex” (Messeri 2024, 43) is the 
founding of the Institute for Creative Technologies (ICT) in 1999, a DoD-funded 
collaboration between the university, the U.S. Army, Hollywood and the interactive 
entertainment industry that has since its inception aimed to “pool expertise, 
financial resources, and tools of virtual reality for the production of state-of-the-art 
military simulations” (Der Derian 2009, 160). The ICT spawned many military 
simulation projects using VR and commercial off-the-shelf videogame software, the 
most well-known of which are Albert “Skip” Rizzo’s VR therapy projects for combat 
veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder (see Brandt 2016; Friedrich 2016; Mead 
2013).  

The ICT was also where Palmer Luckey first prototyped the technology that would 
become the Oculus Rift VR gaming headset in 2012, thereby spinning this military 
technology back into the civilian domain along a playful vector. Luckey’s subsequent 
abandonment of commercial VR and his trajectory into right-wing nationalism and 
defence contracting – founding Anduril in 2017, the same year as his ousting from 
Silicon Valley – shows how the lineage of VR’s martial history continues materially 
and semiotically in various ways today (cf. Evans 2018; Harley 2020). War haunts its 
imaginaries, its designs and experiences, through intersecting systems of power 
within cultures of technological development and through the politics of its creators. 
Microsoft’s controversial contract with the U.S. DoD to adapt its existing HoloLens 
technology into an “Integrated Visual Augmentation System” (Liaropoulos 2024, 
311; see also González 2022), which ran from 2018 until its eventual takeover by 
Anduril and Meta in 2025, stands as another prominent example of this haunting. 

THE TECHNOPOLITICS OF WAR AND PEACE 

That said, with Meta’s “VR for Good” and the UN’s “Futuring Peace” programs there 
were for a time several artistic and political movements who claimed that VR could 
catalyze empathy and peace (cf. Bollmer 2017). They argued that the technology 
“can reduce the ideas that divide us, [...] lessen and transform the emotions that 
separated us [...] and somehow come to a joint way of looking at reality” (Casas 
2023). These actors have presented VR as humanitarian and capable of humanizing 
faraway others, provoking compassion and understanding for migrants and other 
marginalized groups. This hope was expressed through numerous VR projects, 
including Clouds Over Sidra (Arora and Milk 2015), Children Do Not Play War (VILD 
Studio 2019) and You Destroy. We Create. (NowHere Media 2022), all of which 
contrasted starkly with Luckey’s belief that VR is able to “turn warfighters into 
technomancers” (Luckey 2025, n.p.). Whereas one side of the technopolitical 
struggle seeks to overcome violence using VR, the other actively pursues it with the 
same means.  
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Yet this apparent split in VR’s sociotechnical imaginary hinges on precisely the same 
techno-magical understanding of the elusive qualities of the medium. We will show 
that both the proponents of peace and of war assume that VR, as an “ultimate 
display” (Sutherland 1965) that comprehensively indexes multiple material realities 
into one virtual totality, will transform its users into radically optimized versions of 
its idealized underlying cultural schemata. The proponents of VR and other serious 
gaming applications in the military domain regularly frame their efforts as ‘life-
saving’ and claim recourse to the old Latin adage, Si vis pacem, para bellum (“If you 
want peace, prepare for war”). At the same time, the peace that organizations like 
the UN – and formerly, Meta – aim to establish through VR is often itself complicit in 
logics of identity tourism, racialized surveillance and neocolonial forms of symbolic 
and material violence (see Nakamura 2020; Suzuki 2022). It seems, then, that the 
interactive gaze of VR, whether for peace or for war, diffracts through the same 
prism of surveillance and control. 
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