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Some wars are not waged to be won—they are designed to be funded. Across 
military, economic, ideological, and bureaucratic domains, a pattern has emerged: 
the most enduring "wars" are not those with defined enemies and achievable 
goals, but those with ambiguous targets, flexible metrics, and indefinite timelines. 
The war on drugs, the war on terror, the war on poverty, the war on 
misinformation—all persist not because they fail, but because their failure funds 
institutions, empowers agencies, and sustains entire economies. Behind the 
rhetoric of urgency and moral necessity lies a quieter, more stable logic: crisis 
equals cash flow, and perpetual threat justifies perpetual budget. This essay 
explores the anatomy of conflict that refuses resolution, mapping the transition 
from genuine problem-solving to conflict as a structural business model. It invites 
readers to ask: what if winning the war would bankrupt the system? And if peace 
threatens power, what kind of world are we really building? 
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1. Introduction: The Paradox of the Unwinnable War 

Modern societies are saturated with declarations of war—on drugs, on terror, on 
poverty, on cancer, on misinformation. These are not metaphorical in the casual 
sense; they are formalized campaigns launched by governments, funded by 
treasuries, and maintained by bureaucracies. And yet, year after year, decade after 
decade, the outcomes remain elusive. The problems persist or morph, the 
budgets grow, and the headlines repeat with numbing familiarity. We begin to ask: 
What if these wars are not failures of execution—but successes of a different 
kind? 

1.1 Framing the Question: Why Do Some Wars Never End? 

This inquiry begins with a simple observation: some of the longest and most 
expensive wars in history have been waged not to achieve victory, but to maintain 
an operational state of conflict. When examined closely, these wars reveal 
structures that resist resolution. Is this due to the complexity of the problems, or 
is it because the institutions waging them have no structural incentive to win? In 
asking why certain wars never end, we confront a deeper question: what does it 
mean to "win" when the war itself has become the source of survival for those 
fighting it? 

1.2 From Metaphor to Machinery: When Rhetoric Becomes Institutionalized 

War, once understood as a finite clash of arms, has been metaphorically extended 
to every sphere of public policy. This extension is not merely linguistic; it is 
organizational. Once a war is declared, it creates offices, budgets, and authorities. 
These do not evaporate when the enemy becomes diffuse or the threat 
subsides—they adapt, expand, and find new justifications. What begins as a 
rhetorical move—"declaring war" on a social ill—soon transforms into institutional 
architecture. Agencies, enforcement arms, and procurement channels all arise 
around the conflict, feeding on crisis and resisting peace as a kind of systemic 
death. 
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1.3 Overview of Sectors Where Perpetual War Exists 

The paradigm of unwinnable war now spans multiple domains: 

• Military: From the Cold War to the War on Terror, strategic ambiguity 
replaces conventional victory. Occupations become open-ended, and 
withdrawal is framed as defeat. 

• Health: The "war on cancer" and pandemic preparedness evolve into 
recurring states of emergency, with revolving funding cycles and indefinite 
timelines. 

• Drugs: The War on Drugs, initiated in the 1970s, has filled prisons, drained 
budgets, and militarized police—yet drugs are cheaper and more available 
than ever. 

• Ideology and Information: The war on misinformation and extremism 
leverages censorship, AI, and surveillance—not to end the threat, but to 
justify control over communication. 

In each case, the common feature is not failure—but the transformation of 
conflict into a perpetual funding model, where the idea of “winning” is quietly set 
aside in favor of continuation. 

 

2. Historical Foundations of Perpetual Conflict 

The modern structure of endless war did not arise spontaneously. It has deep 
ideological and institutional roots, drawn from literature, geopolitical history, and 
economic self-interest. Long before the War on Terror or the War on Drugs, there 
were foundational moments—real and fictional—that helped blueprint the logic 
of conflict without resolution. These moments redefined war from a contest with 
an endgame into a permanent framework for managing populations, 
redistributing wealth, and stabilizing elite power. This section traces that 
transformation from Orwellian dystopia to the concrete apparatus of Cold War 
geopolitics and beyond. 
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2.1 George Orwell’s 1984 and the Machinery of Controlled Warfare 

In 1984, George Orwell did not merely imagine a totalitarian regime—he 
described a self-sustaining logic of perpetual war that served internal political 
purposes. Oceania is always at war, but the enemy changes, the goals are unclear, 
and the outcomes are irrelevant. The function of war in Orwell's world is not to 
defeat an external threat, but to maintain social order, justify scarcity, and enforce 
obedience through fear. War becomes a kind of economic sinkhole and 
psychological anchor, stabilizing the state not by achieving victory, but by keeping 
the population mobilized in a continuous state of sacrifice. 

What Orwell predicted in fiction has become alarmingly prescient in modern 
policy. The rhetoric of endless threat—"terrorists," "superbugs," "foreign hackers," 
"domestic extremism"—is used to condition populations into accepting loss of 
freedom, reallocation of resources, and suspension of norms. Perpetual war, 
Orwell shows us, is not a military necessity but a political one. 

2.2 Cold War as a Funding Mechanism for Military-Industrial Growth 

The Cold War (1947–1991) was not merely a geopolitical standoff; it was a full-
scale transformation of the U.S. economy and state apparatus into a military-
industrial society. The threat of Soviet communism justified unprecedented 
military spending, global interventionism, and intelligence expansion. Trillions of 
dollars flowed into defense contracting, surveillance, nuclear weapons programs, 
and foreign military aid. 

Yet the Cold War was marked by its absence of decisive battle. Proxy wars 
replaced direct conflict, and the U.S.-Soviet confrontation was carefully 
choreographed to avoid outright nuclear war. The ideological utility of the Cold 
War was immense—it framed domestic dissent as subversion, justified imperial 
ventures as liberation, and ensured a near-limitless stream of defense 
appropriations. Institutions like the CIA, NSA, and NORAD grew into permanent 
fixtures of the state, surviving long after the Soviet Union collapsed. The Cold War 
created a model of strategic ambiguity and persistent tension as a budgetary 
engine—a war designed never to be fought, only funded. 
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2.3 The Shift from Decisive Conflict to Managed Stalemate 

Historically, wars were fought to achieve resolution—territory was taken, treaties 
signed, enemies subdued. But in the 20th century, particularly post-WWII, a 
profound shift occurred. The goal of conflict was no longer to eliminate the 
enemy, but to manage risk over time. This shift paralleled changes in both military 
strategy and political economy. 

Korea ended in a frozen armistice. Vietnam was fought with no intention of full 
victory, as later declassified documents admitted. Iraq and Afghanistan turned into 
long-term occupations with vague objectives and revolving justifications. Military 
theorist William Lind has described this as the era of “Fourth Generation 
Warfare,” where states do not seek decisive battles but control through chaos, 
surveillance, and occupation. Stalemate becomes the new success. 

This evolution—from decisive conflict to managed confrontation—allows wars to 
become chronic rather than acute. Like an autoimmune disorder in the global 
body politic, the war never heals, and the inflammation becomes the justification 
for ongoing treatment: budgets, expansion, enforcement, and power. 

 

3. The Political Economy of Endless War 

Perpetual conflict is not just a policy failure—it is a business model. At its core lies 
a political economy in which institutions are rewarded not for solving problems, 
but for managing them indefinitely. Once a war—on drugs, on terror, on poverty—
is declared, it creates a structure of recurring budgets, career pathways, and 
market incentives. Over time, these become decoupled from outcomes and 
instead tied to the appearance of urgency. This section explores how bureaucratic 
survival, corporate lobbying, and emotional manipulation create a closed-loop 
system where conflict pays, and peace threatens the system itself. 

3.1 Budgetary Inertia and Agency Survival 

Bureaucracies do not easily disband themselves. Once an agency is formed to fight 
a specific threat, it quickly accumulates internal momentum: staffing needs, 
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pension systems, logistical dependencies, and political relevance. Over time, its 
core function subtly shifts—from defeating the threat to ensuring its own 
continuation. This creates what economists call budgetary inertia: the tendency of 
funding levels to remain constant or increase, regardless of performance 
outcomes. 

For example, the DEA has existed since 1973, and drug use has continued or 
increased over its five decades. Homeland Security, created after 9/11, has 
become a sprawling conglomerate of sub-agencies, many of which perform 
overlapping or redundant tasks. Their continued existence is justified not by 
efficacy but by fear of what might happen if funding is cut. In this environment, 
peace or resolution becomes a threat to the agency’s relevance—thus, the war 
must persist to keep the structure alive. 

3.2 Contractors, Lobbying, and the Privatization of Threat 

Endless war is not just sustained by government institutions—it is propelled by a 
vast network of private contractors who benefit from government conflict 
spending. The military-industrial complex, long warned of since Eisenhower's 
farewell address, has metastasized into multi-sectoral industries: defense 
contractors, surveillance firms, cybersecurity companies, pharmaceutical 
manufacturers, private prisons, and consultants. These actors depend on 
instability. 

Incentives are misaligned: companies profit from the existence of problems, not 
their resolution. A cybersecurity firm gains revenue from the rise of "online 
extremism"; a weapons manufacturer benefits from ongoing global instability; a 
pharmaceutical giant earns billions from an opioid crisis that requires both supply 
and recovery. These private entities also fund lobbyists who pressure legislators to 
maintain favorable spending levels, often under the guise of "public safety" or 
"national security." 

This privatization of threat creates a perverse condition in which democratic 
processes are distorted by profit motives—policy is no longer driven by the public 
good, but by the stability of crisis. 
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3.3 The Role of Fear in Securing Legislative Funding Cycles 

Fear is the lubricant of the funding machine. Each fiscal year, federal agencies 
must justify their budgets to Congress. Rather than cite success (which might 
signal that funding can be reduced), they invoke threat escalation: new variants of 
a disease, new terror cells, new encrypted messaging apps used by criminals. Even 
agencies that have failed spectacularly can argue for more funding on the basis 
that the threat has "evolved" or "become more complex." 

Fear-based justification taps into public emotion and legislative optics. No 
politician wants to appear “soft” on crime, terror, or disease. Voting for cuts to 
national security, border enforcement, or anti-drug campaigns is politically risky—
regardless of the actual outcomes. Thus, politicians and agencies become co-
dependent, bound by the need to appear vigilant. 

Over time, this produces a system in which crisis becomes the norm, not the 
exception, and legislative funding becomes a ritual performance in which fear 
replaces facts, and continuation replaces success. 

 

4. Case Studies in Institutionalized Perpetual War 

The abstract logic of perpetual war becomes concrete in a range of modern policy 
domains. Each of the following case studies demonstrates how initially urgent 
national efforts—often framed as moral imperatives—were transformed into 
chronic, self-reinforcing systems. These "wars" remain unresolved not due to 
strategic failure alone, but because resolution would dismantle the institutions, 
industries, and narratives that depend on their continuation. Whether waged 
against substances, ideologies, poverty, or information, these wars illustrate the 
machinery of systemic stasis masked as progress. 

 

4.1 The War on Drugs: Supply-Side Futility and Asset Forfeiture 

Declared in 1971 and institutionalized under the DEA in 1973, the War on Drugs 
was presented as a fight to eradicate the supply of illicit substances and protect 
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American families. Half a century later, drugs are more potent, accessible, and 
profitable than ever. Supply-side crackdowns have failed to suppress global drug 
markets, largely because enforcement focuses on interdiction rather than the 
economic demand or social roots of drug use. 

Meanwhile, the legal innovation of civil asset forfeiture—allowing agencies to 
seize property suspected of being connected to drug activity without requiring 
criminal conviction—created a perverse incentive. Law enforcement began 
targeting profitable assets rather than major traffickers, knowing that seized funds 
could be used to bolster local and federal budgets. This redirected the war toward 
the poor and politically powerless, institutionalizing cycles of incarceration, 
surveillance, and fiscal dependency on the very behaviors it claimed to combat. 

 

4.2 The War on Terror: Dispersed Enemies and Infinite Justifications 

Launched after 9/11 with a clear target—al-Qaeda—the War on Terror quickly 
metastasized into a global doctrine with no geographical or temporal boundaries. 
As the U.S. military invaded Iraq and Afghanistan, new enemies emerged: Taliban 
insurgents, ISIS, “lone wolf” attackers, and online radicalizers. The enemy became 
dispersed and definitional, allowing the war to be extended into Africa, Southeast 
Asia, and even domestic contexts. 

Rather than being curtailed after the death of Osama bin Laden or the collapse of 
ISIS's caliphate, the War on Terror became a justification for state expansion: 
drone programs, mass surveillance (e.g., PRISM), indefinite detention (e.g., 
Guantanamo), and militarized policing. A war that began in a blaze of patriotic 
clarity now persists through abstract formulations like “potential threats” and 
“preemptive strikes,” feeding the budgets of defense contractors, intelligence 
agencies, and global surveillance alliances. As with drugs, total victory is neither 
definable nor desired—only operational continuity. 
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4.3 The War on Poverty: Structural Dependence and Policy Theater 

The War on Poverty, initiated in the 1960s under President Lyndon B. Johnson, 
was one of the most ambitious social reform agendas in American history. Its 
goal—to eliminate poverty in the richest nation on Earth—garnered massive initial 
support. Yet despite decades of programs, agencies, and rhetoric, poverty levels 
remain stubborn, especially among children, minorities, and rural communities. 

Critics from both the left and right argue that many poverty programs treat 
symptoms rather than causes, focusing on redistribution without addressing 
systemic inequality, wage suppression, education disparity, or corporate 
monopolization of essential goods. Welfare and housing authorities became 
permanent bureaucracies, incentivized to administer poverty rather than 
eradicate it. 

As with other wars, measurable progress becomes politically dangerous: if poverty 
were solved, large agencies might lose their reason for existence. Instead, 
performance is measured in throughput (number of beneficiaries, funds 
distributed), not in long-term reductions of need. The War on Poverty, therefore, 
becomes a kind of policy theater—symbolic in its promises, but stagnant in its 
results. 

 

4.4 The War on Misinformation: Tech Censorship, Surveillance, and Epistemic 
Control 

The most recent institutionalized war is being waged not against bombs or 
borders, but against words, beliefs, and networks. Sparked by fears over election 
interference, COVID-19 “infodemics,” and rising extremism, the War on 
Misinformation now drives a growing alliance between governments, intelligence 
agencies, and private tech platforms. 

Unlike traditional wars, this one targets epistemology itself—who gets to decide 
what is true, credible, or safe. Social media firms, under pressure from 
government entities and international NGOs, now operate as de facto censors, 
suppressing or promoting content based on changing definitions of harm. 
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“Misinformation” has evolved into a fluid, politically charged label, often applied 
selectively. 

The mechanisms of this war—algorithmic moderation, fact-checking cartels, 
deplatforming, shadowbanning—are largely unaccountable to voters or courts. 
Worse, they justify new surveillance capabilities under the guise of protecting 
democracy or public health. As with other perpetual wars, the problem is 
deliberately unsolvable: new threats emerge constantly, and resolution would 
mean relinquishing control. 

What began as a fight against dangerous falsehoods has become an epistemic 
arms race, where truth is curated by centralized power and the “battlefield” is the 
mind of the public itself. 

 

These four case studies reveal a common pattern: each war creates an ecosystem 
of incentives that rewards its persistence, not its resolution. The longer the war 
lasts, the more deeply entrenched its institutions become—and the more the 
public forgets what “victory” was ever supposed to look like. 

 

5. Systemic Features of Self-Sustaining Conflict Models 

Perpetual wars do not persist solely because of corrupt actors or failed policies. 
They endure because of deeper systemic features—architectural choices and 
cultural dynamics that make resolution improbable or even undesirable. These 
features are interlocking: metrics are shaped to favor continuity, bureaucracies 
learn to depend on crisis, public perception is managed to avoid accountability, 
and media institutions participate in shaping the narrative into a digestible, 
marketable product. Together, they form a feedback loop in which war is no 
longer a strategy but a structure—woven into the operational DNA of the state. 
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5.1 Redefining Success: Metrics That Prevent Closure 

One of the clearest signs of a self-sustaining conflict model is the strategic 
redefinition of success. Traditional wars had finite objectives: capture a city, defeat 
an enemy, sign a treaty. But in modern perpetual wars, metrics shift from decisive 
outcomes to vague indicators: number of arrests, volume of interdicted drugs, 
number of suspected misinformation posts removed, number of aid recipients 
served. These metrics are designed to grow, not shrink, because increased 
numbers justify increased budgets. 

Worse, success is often defined in relative terms—a “reduction in threat” rather 
than elimination, or a “flattening of the curve” instead of eradication. This allows 
institutions to always fall just short of a goal, securing ongoing operations. The 
metrics are not diagnostic tools—they are funding justifications. 

 

5.2 The Managerial State: Bureaucracy Thrives on Crisis 

Max Weber warned that bureaucracy, once created, tends to perpetuate itself. In 
the managerial state—an administrative form of governance that dominates 
modern democracies—crisis becomes the organizing principle. Agencies and 
departments are structured not around agility or resolution, but around process, 
compliance, and continuity. 

Crisis is functional in this model. It provides the rationale for extraordinary 
authority, emergency rulemaking, and discretionary funding. Bureaucracies are 
incentivized to manage problems, not solve them. The appearance of control, 
reporting, and progress becomes more important than the actual reduction of 
harm. This creates a form of institutional learned helplessness: risk aversion 
replaces innovation, and procedure supplants purpose. 

Over time, crisis becomes a permanent operating condition, and the state's 
legitimacy becomes tied not to peace or justice, but to the promise that someone 
is managing the chaos. 
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5.3 Psychological Effects: Public Fatigue vs. Elite Motivation 

The public and elite classes experience perpetual conflict in fundamentally 
different ways. For ordinary citizens, the constant stream of wars—on crime, 
terror, disease, misinformation—produces fatigue, apathy, and disengagement. 
People lose the ability to discern cause from effect, or to track what success would 
even look like. The moral urgency of these wars wears thin, replaced by cynicism 
and passivity. Eventually, the public adapts to a low-level ambient crisis—an 
emotional background hum of unresolved danger. 

By contrast, for elites—political, administrative, and corporate—conflict becomes 
energizing. It generates opportunity: for funding, for legislation, for ideological 
control, for market expansion. Crises provide the rationale to bypass normal 
procedures, expand authority, and occupy cultural or strategic high ground. The 
longer the conflict endures, the more institutionalized and beneficial it becomes 
for those positioned at the top. 

This divergence—between a weary public and a motivated elite—creates an 
epistemic and emotional gap that makes reform nearly impossible. 

 

5.4 Media Complicity and Spectacle as Legitimacy 

In an era of 24/7 news cycles and content monetization, media institutions often 
become integral to the machinery of perpetual war. Rather than serving as 
watchdogs or truth-seekers, they evolve into conflict amplifiers, monetizing fear, 
outrage, and binary narratives. The complexity of long-term conflicts is simplified 
into digestible sound bites, ideological battles, and identity-driven framing. 

Perpetual wars benefit from media spectacle. Sensationalism substitutes for 
strategy; moral panic replaces analysis. Stories of rising overdose deaths, lone-
wolf terrorists, disinformation campaigns, or poverty crises are framed as urgent 
and unsolvable, reinforcing the need for ongoing intervention. Critics are often 
marginalized as naive, radical, or complicit in the threat. 



13 
 

Moreover, media helps establish narrative legitimacy. Agencies and institutions 
rely on favorable coverage to validate their relevance. Leaked talking points, 
exclusive interviews, staged raids, and televised hearings create a feedback loop of 
performance and perception, where accountability is displaced by the illusion of 
action. 

In such a landscape, the media does not end the war. It sells the war, over and 
over again. 

 

These systemic features do more than sustain conflicts—they make them resilient 
to critique. Even well-intentioned reforms are quickly absorbed, redirected, or 
diluted within the machinery. To challenge a self-sustaining war is not merely to 
question a policy; it is to confront an entire ecosystem built around conflict as 
function, not failure. 

 

6. The Logic of the Unresolvable 

At the heart of every self-perpetuating conflict lies a paradox: although each war 
is publicly justified as a moral imperative, its resolution is often economically, 
politically, or institutionally disadvantageous to those waging it. Over time, what 
begins as a campaign to fix a problem transforms into a system that depends on 
the problem’s persistence. This transformation is not an accident—it reflects an 
internal logic in which unresolvability becomes a structural feature. The wars 
become un-winnable not because victory is impossible in theory, but because 
victory has become unaffordable, undesired, or irrelevant in practice. 

 

6.1 Why Victory Is Unaffordable or Undesirable 

Victory—defined as the elimination of the targeted problem—often implies the 
dismantling of the structures built to address it. But by the time such a war 
reaches maturity, those structures have accumulated budgets, personnel, political 
relevance, and private sector dependencies. Winning the war would mean 



14 
 

eliminating jobs, closing departments, invalidating contracts, and relinquishing 
emergency powers. 

In many cases, “victory” would also create political liability. If the enemy has been 
exaggerated or distorted to justify extraordinary action, then defeating it might 
retroactively expose the inflation of the threat. Institutions have every reason to 
delay closure, maintaining a state of near-success or emerging threat that keeps 
the funding secure and the narrative intact. 

From an elite standpoint, perpetual war creates stability: budget predictability, 
continuous media attention, and a rationale for expansion. From that perspective, 
victory is not the goal—continuation is the product. 

 

6.2 Sacrificing Solutions for Sustainability 

Many wars could be significantly mitigated or even resolved with disruptive 
solutions: full legalization and regulation in the case of drugs, decentralization and 
power redistribution in the case of poverty, disengagement and diplomacy in the 
case of terrorism. But these solutions often threaten established hierarchies. 

For example: 

• Solving homelessness would require structural shifts in housing markets 
and land use policy—directly opposing the interests of large real estate 
lobbies. 

• Ending the war on terror would undermine military contracting empires and 
intelligence funding streams. 

• Combating misinformation through education and epistemic humility would 
eliminate the need for centralized censorship mechanisms. 

In each case, real solutions would eliminate the justification for the system's 
continuation. Instead, strategies are adopted that manage rather than resolve, 
providing a constant trickle of “progress” without endangering the core funding 
flows. Sacrifice is made—not of effort or resources, but of resolution itself. 
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The deeper irony is that the public believes it is investing in solutions, when in fact 
it is subsidizing an elaborate sustainability model for crisis management. 

 

6.3 From Solvable Problems to Permanent Frameworks 

At a certain stage, a war no longer targets a concrete problem; it becomes a 
framework for governance. The war on terror becomes homeland security. The 
war on drugs becomes mass incarceration. The war on misinformation becomes 
epistemic gatekeeping. Each of these morphs from a reactive campaign into a 
permanent paradigm: the war no longer explains the institution—the institution is 
the war. 

This reification process obscures the original problem beneath layers of 
abstraction: 

• Poverty becomes data management. 

• Crime becomes predictive analytics. 

• Extremism becomes behavioral surveillance. 

• Health becomes biometric compliance. 

The problem is no longer something to be solved—it becomes the lens through 
which the system justifies itself. 

As a result, reform efforts often fail not because solutions are lacking, but because 
they challenge the very architecture built on the unresolvable nature of the war. 
The longer the war persists, the more the public forgets that there ever was a 
solution—or that one was even possible. 

 

In this logic, resolution is not only absent—it is disruptive. The system cannot 
afford to win. It can only afford to keep fighting. 
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7. The Cost of Continuation 

Perpetual war is not without consequence. Its endurance imposes immense costs 
on societies—economic, human, and psychological. These are not abstract or 
hypothetical losses; they are measurable in wasted trillions, broken lives, and a 
creeping erosion of public confidence in institutions. While the institutions 
sustaining endless war benefit from its continuity, the costs are externalized onto 
the public—paid for in tax dollars, social cohesion, mental fatigue, and democratic 
decay. The longer the conflict model persists, the more these costs compound, 
becoming not only unsustainable but existential. 

 

7.1 Financial: Trillions Spent Without Resolution 

The most immediate and visible cost of endless war is financial. The War on Terror 
alone has cost the United States over $8 trillion since 2001, including military 
operations, homeland security, and veterans’ care. The War on Drugs—ongoing 
since the 1970s—has absorbed an estimated $1 trillion in federal and state funds, 
yet drug availability and overdose rates have only increased. Anti-poverty 
programs, while essential in many respects, continue to consume hundreds of 
billions annually without fundamentally altering the structural causes of economic 
inequality. 

These expenditures are often justified with moral urgency, but their return on 
investment is negligible when measured by outcomes. The money circulates 
through government contracts, defense firms, and administrative departments, 
becoming an economic subsystem within the broader national economy. Yet this 
circulation has created fiscal inertia—making it politically and financially costly to 
reallocate funds toward prevention, diplomacy, or structural reform. 

Perpetual war is thus not just costly—it is a form of economic misdirection, 
locking public wealth into a closed loop of surveillance, enforcement, and crisis 
management. 
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7.2 Human: Casualties, Suffering, and Demoralization 

The human cost of endless war is staggering but often underreported. In the War 
on Terror, estimates place civilian deaths in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and beyond in 
the hundreds of thousands, with millions more displaced. The U.S. opioid crisis, a 
byproduct of failed drug policies and pharmaceutical lobbying, now kills over 
70,000 Americans annually—more than the total U.S. deaths in Vietnam. 

Incarceration from drug-related offenses has devastated entire communities, 
particularly among the poor and racial minorities, contributing to broken families, 
disenfranchisement, and economic stagnation. Meanwhile, the War on 
Misinformation has led to deplatforming, reputational harm, and censorship, 
targeting not only bad actors but dissidents, journalists, and researchers caught in 
vague or shifting definitions of “harm.” 

Beyond physical harm, there is a spiritual toll: people lose trust in their 
institutions, feel alienated from the democratic process, and begin to perceive the 
state not as a protector, but as an unaccountable engine of control. The longer a 
war drags on without victory, the more it demoralizes the very society it claims to 
defend. 

 

7.3 Cognitive: Normalization of Failure and Loss of Political Will 

Perhaps the most insidious cost is cognitive: the normalization of failure. As 
conflicts drag on for decades with no resolution, the public begins to lose the 
ability to imagine that resolution is possible at all. Failure becomes rebranded as 
“complexity.” Endless spending is reframed as “strategic patience.” The state of 
exception becomes the new normal, and citizens adapt psychologically to a world 
in which crises are constant and solutions are always deferred. 

This creates a profound loss of political will. Leaders no longer campaign on bold 
solutions—they manage expectations downward. Bureaucrats learn that 
protecting their institution is safer than reforming it. Citizens disengage, assuming 
that nothing will change regardless of who holds office. Apathy replaces outrage; 
resignation replaces protest. 
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Even language itself deteriorates. “Security,” “poverty,” “terror,” and “truth” 
become semantic weapons rather than shared goals. Public discourse becomes 
reactive, binary, and shallow—fertile ground for populism, disinformation, and 
tribalism. This erosion of collective cognition undermines not just the possibility of 
reform but the very capacity for shared meaning. 

 

In total, the cost of continuation is not simply inefficiency—it is civilizational 
decay. When societies invest more in managing failure than in cultivating hope, 
the war is already lost. Not on the battlefield, but in the mind. 

 

8. Emergent Conflicts and Future War Models 

As the architecture of perpetual war matures, new domains of conflict are being 
drafted into the same self-sustaining logic. These are not wars in the traditional 
sense—but they are increasingly framed with martial rhetoric, emergency powers, 
and institutional entrenchment. The war on climate change, the war on unsafe 
artificial intelligence, and the war on pandemics are all presented as existential 
struggles demanding constant vigilance, funding, and enforcement. While these 
domains involve real risks, they are also being shaped by familiar patterns: 
ambiguous metrics, indefinite timelines, concentrated authority, and monetized 
crisis. 

These emergent conflicts will define the next generation of governance, and the 
question is not whether we should respond to them, but whether we will repeat 
the errors of the past by turning unsolved challenges into permanent conditions 
of control. 

 

8.1 Climate Crisis as War Paradigm 

The climate crisis has become a global rallying point for environmental, social, and 
economic transformation. Yet increasingly, it is being framed in militarized terms: 
national security threat, existential emergency, carbon combat, green 



19 
 

infrastructure offensives. This framing, while intended to provoke action, also 
creates the basis for perpetual emergency governance. Net-zero goals are placed 
decades away, while enforcement begins immediately—through carbon taxes, 
emissions quotas, restrictions on travel, and surveillance of consumption. 

Climate models—like terrorism threat matrices—are often probabilistic, long-
range, and inaccessible to lay understanding. This enables a technocratic elite to 
control the narrative, centralize planning, and invoke crisis rhetoric at will. 
Corporations adapt by monetizing carbon offsets and greenwashing supply chains, 
while governments create climate security departments and allocate massive 
budgets with little transparency. 

As the crisis worsens—or is merely perceived to worsen—climate becomes a 
pretext for expanding authority, restricting liberties, and justifying global 
compliance systems. The war on climate change may thus inherit the traits of 
other endless wars: chronic rather than resolvable, structured for funding rather 
than closure. 

 

8.2 AI Safety as a New Infinite Threat 

Artificial Intelligence presents a profound technological shift—and with it, the rise 
of a new epistemic battleground: the war on unsafe AI. Here, the enemy is not 
only external (autonomous weapons, disinformation bots) but abstract and 
speculative: the rogue AGI, the algorithmic black box, the unaligned 
superintelligence. This allows the threat to be eternally deferred and continually 
funded, even as the actual contours of danger remain opaque. 

Major technology firms and think tanks now operate with military-level secrecy 
and budgets, claiming to protect humanity from AI risks while simultaneously 
controlling its development and deployment. Governments, under pressure to 
regulate, often defer to these same corporations for technical standards and risk 
models, creating a closed feedback loop of expertise and profit. 

The language of existential risk gives rise to emergency declarations, moratorium 
proposals, and national security frameworks. But unlike traditional enemies, the 
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AI threat is undefined, evolving, and nonhuman—making it the perfect template 
for a conflict without resolution. A war not against what exists, but against what 
might exist—forever. 

 

8.3 Pandemic Preparedness and the Securitization of Biology 

The COVID-19 pandemic revealed the immense power of biopolitical 
governance—the ability to control populations through health metrics, lockdown 
protocols, and biomedical compliance. In its wake, global institutions have begun 
laying the groundwork for a permanent infrastructure of pandemic preparedness, 
often referred to in warlike terms: front lines, immunity passports, genomic 
surveillance, national stockpiles. 

Public health, once a domain of slow policy and civic trust, is now increasingly 
treated as a security issue. International bodies (like the WHO and G7) are drafting 
global pandemic treaties, while governments are investing in biodefense, 
predictive modeling, and mRNA platform scale-up. These efforts are often justified 
with low-probability, high-impact scenarios: engineered pathogens, zoonotic 
spillovers, lab leaks, or intentional bioterrorism. 

This securitization of biology creates a new domain of preemptive control. Citizens 
may be subject to emergency mandates, travel restrictions, or health 
certifications—not based on current illness, but on modeled risk. The private 
sector, especially pharmaceutical giants, profits immensely from this model, 
reinforcing a public-private crisis economy that thrives on anticipation rather than 
resolution. 

If left unchecked, pandemic preparedness could become another self-sustaining 
war—an industry, a bureaucracy, and a narrative that needs ongoing fear to justify 
its apparatus. 

 

Taken together, these emergent conflicts represent the next frontier of endless 
war. They operate not through tanks and troops, but through algorithms, 
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mandates, and global governance frameworks. And like the wars that came before 
them, they risk becoming less about solving problems and more about managing 
populations, securing budgets, and institutionalizing power under the cover of 
permanent crisis. 

 

9. Conclusion: From Conflict to Constraint 

If the wars we fight—on drugs, terror, poverty, misinformation, and even the 
climate—are no longer designed to be won, then we must reconsider what 
“peace” would actually look like. The end of conflict is often portrayed as a return 
to normalcy, but in a society built on perpetual war, peace is not a reset—it is a 
disruption. It threatens jobs, invalidates bureaucracies, and reveals the extent to 
which entire sectors of governance and industry depend on not resolving the very 
crises they claim to address. The transition from perpetual war to sustainable 
peace is not simply an act of will—it is a reengineering of systems, values, and 
expectations. 

 

9.1 What Ending a War Would Actually Require 

To truly end a war—any war—requires more than policy reversal or ceasefire 
declarations. It demands dismantling the institutional incentives that depend on 
the war’s continuation. It means: 

• Reorienting budget priorities away from enforcement and toward 
prevention. 

• Closing or repurposing agencies whose relevance depends on threat 
inflation. 

• Eliminating perverse economic incentives—such as asset forfeiture, military 
contracting, or data monetization—that reward institutional failure. 

It also requires psychological recalibration. The public must unlearn the reflex of 
fear-based compliance and rediscover political imagination. Most crucially, it 
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demands accountability mechanisms for the very agencies and actors who have 
long benefited from the fog of conflict. 

Ending a war is not about victory—it’s about breaking the loop. 

 

9.2 Institutional Redesign vs. Managed Decline 

As the costs of endless conflict mount, societies face a choice: institutional 
redesign or managed decline. The former requires deep, deliberate reform—
shrinking bureaucracies, reconfiguring incentives, and decentralizing power. It 
means designing systems that are resilient without being militarized, adaptive 
without being manipulative. 

The latter—managed decline—is the more likely but more corrosive path. It 
involves preserving the war structure while quietly lowering public expectations. 
Metrics are obscured, rhetoric is softened, and new forms of crisis are introduced 
to justify the old machinery. This path leads to technocratic stagnation, where 
government becomes a maintenance operation, not a visionary force. 

True redesign is hard—but decline is terminal. 

 

9.3 Peace as a Threat to Power Structures 

In a political economy of perpetual crisis, peace is not merely elusive—it is 
dangerous. Peace would mean shrinking budgets, scaling back emergency powers, 
and removing the justifications for centralized control. It would dissolve the 
cultural and political utility of fear. It would force the public to confront the 
question: what do we do when we are no longer under siege? 

For those in power, peace often equates to irrelevance. Agencies lose their reason 
to exist. Politicians lose their narrative scaffolding. Contractors lose their revenue 
streams. This is why “peace” is often rebranded as naïve, unrealistic, or even 
subversive. In the eyes of the perpetual war system, peace is not just a policy 
goal—it is an existential threat. 
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9.4 Can We Imagine an Economy Not Built on Crisis? 

This may be the hardest question of all. Can we imagine an economic and political 
system whose engine is creation rather than containment? One that allocates 
resources toward generative ends—education, art, discovery, health, and 
beauty—rather than surveillance, punishment, and catastrophe management? 

Our current systems incentivize maintenance of failure, not cultivation of success. 
Politicians are rewarded for managing emergencies, not preventing them. 
Corporations profit from addiction, illness, and misinformation. Even charitable 
organizations often survive by demonstrating need, not solving it. 

To escape this loop, we must build a new cultural infrastructure: one that values 
wholeness over urgency, transparency over performance, and meaning over 
control. The crisis economy is not inevitable—it is engineered. And what is 
engineered can be unmade. 

 

The transition from conflict to constraint begins with a recognition: that endless 
war is not simply a failure of policy—it is a failure of imagination. If we can 
imagine a future beyond crisis, we might just begin to build it. But only if we are 
willing to confront the architecture we’ve inherited—and the comfort it has 
provided. 
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Appendices 

The appendices provide documentary scaffolding for the theoretical and historical 
claims made throughout this work. They reveal the chronology, infrastructure, and 
global character of perpetual war, illustrating how its mechanisms are not isolated 
anomalies but recurring patterns replicated across sectors and borders. Together, 
they show that the logic of unresolvable conflict is not only sustained by domestic 
politics but increasingly institutionalized at the global level, through public-private 
partnerships, military alliances, and international bureaucracies. 

 

Appendix A: Timeline of Major U.S. “Wars” with Indefinite Timelines 

Conflict Declared/Initiated Primary Institution(s) Status 

War on Poverty 1964 
Office of Economic 
Opportunity, HHS 

Ongoing 

War on Crime 1965 
DOJ, FBI, State and 
Local Police 

Ongoing 

War on Drugs 1971 DEA, DOJ, ICE Ongoing 

War on Cancer 1971 NIH, NCI Ongoing 

War on Terror 2001 DOD, CIA, DHS 
Ongoing (post-
AUMF era) 

War on Obesity 2004 CDC, USDA, FDA 
Ongoing 
(rebranded) 

War on 
Misinformation 

2016–2020 CISA, Big Tech, NGOs Intensifying 

War on COVID-19 2020 
HHS, CDC, WHO, 
Biomedical Corps 

Technically 
ongoing 
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Conflict Declared/Initiated Primary Institution(s) Status 

War on Climate 
Change 

2021– 
EPA, DOE, UNFCCC, 
ESG Funds 

Structurally 
embedded 

War on AI Risk 
(speculative) 

2023– 
OSTP, NSF, OpenAI, 
DeepMind 

Formative stage 

This timeline shows how “war” has evolved from physical confrontation to 
permanent administrative frameworks, spanning multiple generations with no 
planned resolution points. 

 

Appendix B: Top Government Contractors in Perpetual War Domains 

These contractors represent the institutional beneficiaries of unending conflicts. 
They span military, healthcare, cybersecurity, information control, and 
biopharma—sectors most directly tied to ongoing crisis management. 

Contractor Domain(s) Notes 

Lockheed Martin Defense, Surveillance 
Top U.S. defense contractor; supplies 
global arms 

Raytheon 
Technologies 

Homeland Security, 
Cyberwarfare 

Major supplier of missile systems 
and border technologies 

Palantir 
Technologies 

Data Surveillance, Public 
Health 

Works with DHS, CDC, ICE, and 
military data aggregation 

Booz Allen 
Hamilton 

Intelligence Consulting 
Manages defense analytics and AI 
policy for multiple agencies 

Pfizer / Moderna 
Biopharma, Pandemic 
Preparedness 

Leading mRNA producers; partners 
with governments globally 
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Contractor Domain(s) Notes 

GDIT (General 
Dynamics) 

Border Tech, IT 
Infrastructure 

Provides cloud, biometric, and 
enforcement systems for DHS/DOJ 

Meta / Google / X 
Misinformation 
Management 

Collaborate with CISA and foreign 
govs to suppress online threats 

BlackRock 
ESG Compliance, 
Defense Holdings 

Manages funds in defense, 
biosecurity, and climate transition 

Each of these entities operates at the intersection of public mandate and private 
profit, thriving not from resolution, but from maintenance of crisis frameworks. 

 

Appendix C: Comparative International Examples of Conflict-Based Funding 

Perpetual conflict is not a uniquely American phenomenon. Many states and 
international bodies have adopted similar models of crisis-driven justification to 
fund governance, control populations, or suppress dissent. 

Country/Region 
Domain of Perpetual 
Conflict 

Mechanism of Funding or Control 

China 
War on “Information 
Pollution” 

Uses AI-driven censorship to maintain 
party legitimacy 

Russia 
War on “Nazification” in 
Ukraine 

Sustains domestic support for 
authoritarian nationalism 

Israel 
War on Terror / 
Demographic Threat 

Justifies indefinite occupation and 
defense industry exports 

European 
Union 

Climate Emergency 
ESG-based economic coordination and 
social credit models 
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Country/Region 
Domain of Perpetual 
Conflict 

Mechanism of Funding or Control 

India 
War on “Internal 
Extremism” 

Expands surveillance on dissidents 
and religious minorities 

Australia / NZ Pandemic Preparedness 
Uses biometric systems and travel 
bans beyond public health 

Saudi Arabia 
Cultural Reform vs 
Extremism 

Justifies social monitoring and 
western-facing PR reforms 

These examples illustrate how states worldwide are adapting perpetual war 
models to their own cultural, political, and economic conditions. The rhetoric may 
differ, but the structure remains: identify a threat, securitize a domain, monetize a 
response, and defer resolution. 

 

Together, these appendices expose a systemic architecture that transcends 
partisan politics or single-issue debates. They reveal a world where the 
maintenance of fear has become the scaffolding of global order, and where peace 
is no longer a shared goal—but a managed illusion. 
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