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Abstract

With new technologies presenting ever more ways to encounter war, this article
asks about one in particular: representations of veterans powered by artificial
intelligence. Specifically, I focus on the Virtual Veterans chatbot — named Charlie
— produced by Anzac Square, the state war memorial of Queensland, Australia.
Shared on the social media platform X, this feature has garnered significant public
attention. I argue that Al representations of this nature delimit the boundaries of
war by discussing certain topics and not others. They possess a martial ontology
that locates certain subjects and issues outside of “war” and others within it.
Further, they produce an epistemology of war that presents a state-sanctioned
history as “first hand,” lending it significant authority and engendering vicarious
militarism. In so doing, these chatbots reproduce existing ideas of nation, gender,

racial identity and more.
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This article began, as much of my work does, by stumbling upon something that I found odd.
I use social media in both my personal and professional life and whilst browsing X (formerly
known as Twitter) I saw a post from the State Library of Queensland: ‘Meet Charlie the
Virtual Veteran, an Al-generated soldier produced by State Library to help connect
generations with Queensland’s wartime heritage. See history come to life as you chat with
Charlie and ask him questions about World War I. Get started: https://ow.ly/Kjz750RIOWs’
(State Library of Queensland (@slqld) 2024). That this post popped up on my X feed speaks

directly to literature arguing that discourses of war produce understandings of war that
normalise it as a phenomenon (Danilova and Dolan 2020). Whilst there is currently a

flowering of work examining Al in the context of war (e.g. Hunter and Bowen 2024), most of



it examines topics such as decision-making or ethics. Phenomena such as the use of Al in

engaging the public about war has not yet been well-explored within scholarship.

Making an Al is not without risk. I was reminded of previous attempts at making Al chatbots,
some of which had gone disastrously wrong. A sometimes-forgotten element of Al is that it
reproduces what humans feed it (Benjamin 2019). Perhaps most famously, in 2016 tech giant
Microsoft produced one named Tay, which it had to shut down, after it learned from and
replicated the racist content people were inputting. As Kraft (2016) put it, in a CBS News
headline, ‘Microsoft shuts down Al chatbot after it turned into a Nazi.” I was immediately
curious about Charlie. By the time I had seen it one day after it was posted, the post had
received over 690,000 views, suggesting that others were curious as well. Who was Charlie?

It won’t surprise those of you that know me that, of course, I clicked on the URL to find out.

In a space focused on the experience and idea of war, there is perhaps greater scope for
racism, sexism and more to emerge. In our case, Charlie the Al stuck to a script throughout
our encounter. Interestingly, the Frequently Asked Questions page has a self-awareness about
this, stating that ‘it's important to remember that no Al is completely free of bias, as they are
the products of the data that they are trained on’ (Anzac Square & Memorial Galleries, n.d.-
b). I tried to catch Charlie out. I asked him how old he was and he provided an answer, so I
decided to try again: ‘what’s your favourite colour?” He responded ‘I’m sorry, I can only
answer questions related to World War One. Do you have any questions about World War
One?’ I tried again, asking what he eats, and this question was deemed acceptable (answer:
‘Our meals were quite simple, mate ... ). As it turned out, I was not the only one attempting
to catch him out, with others managing to make Charlie speak like Doctor Who (Gillespie
and Nicholas 2024). This exchange tells us that a set of principles has been set up to tell us
what is located inside and outside of the category “war,” a point long made by feminist
scholars (Sylvester 2010). Though its makers almost certainly wouldn’t put it in these terms,

the Al was designed with a particular martial ontology.

I wanted to know what else might be deemed “war,” so engaged further. I selected the option
“Role of women in World War One” and the response locates women as peripheral to war.
The bot tells me that women played an important part in the “war effort.” It emphasises the

range of traditional feminine roles they might have played such as nurse or factory worker.

! The process of attempting to obtain information outside of an AI’s specified parameters is often referred to as
“jailbreaking.” Microsoft Threat Intelligence (2024) has a useful primer, for those interested.



Here, the bot reproduces the idea of feminised war labour. At the same time, the bot tells us
that ‘they took over jobs that were previously done by men who had gone to fight.” This is a
discourse that I am familiar with, though this sort of portrayal does feel somewhat
anachronistic, and unreflective of western military recruitment advertising in 2024. My
previous work in this space suggests that this mirrors older military recruitment advertising,
where women are presented in more traditional “helper” roles (Jester 2021, see also Enloe
2000). Perhaps, then, this tells us something about who the bot is and is not intended for.
With its arguably stereotypical approach to war and violence in 2024, it seems that the bot is
aimed at men, who are more likely to feel centred within the experiences discussed, rather

than women who are positioned as ancillary to the “real” focus of war.

The image accompanying the post on X also tells us something. It features a smooth-faced,
young-looking man, characteristic of the Al images currently swirling on social media
(though evidently produced with greater care). He has light brown hair, blue-green eyes, and
looks just off screen into the distance with an expression that could be read as either haunting
or stoical. He wears a hat affixed by a strap around his chin, and you can just see a khaki
military uniform poking out the bottom of the frame. “Charlie” can also be read as a white
man. The Frequently Asked Questions page tells us that this is an Al-generated image,
derived from World War One portraits held by the museum collection (Anzac Square &
Memorial Galleries, n.d.-b). This imagined Australian is accompanied by a stilted Al voice
that awkwardly stumbles over the “mate” inserted into the answers. In fact, the bot does at
one point prompt the interlocutor to ask ‘what is mateship?’ It is argued by some to be a
defining feature of Australian national identity — though seen by others as an appeal to
nationalism (Altman 1987) — and thus positions Charlie as an embodiment of “Australian-
ness.” Use of the term “mate” also reinforces the humanity of the bot, and functions to create

a relationship between the Al and the human engaging with it.

I wanted to further probe the idea of Australian identity, so asked, ‘was there racism in the
Australian Army?’ The bot told me Yes, unfortunately, there was racism in the Australian
army during World War One. Indigenous Australians faced significant discrimination and
were often not allowed to enlist. However, many Indigenous Australians still served, often
without recognition or equal treatment. It’s important to remember that these attitudes were
wrong and have caused a lot of harm.” Examining, the representation of indigenous peoples at
the Australian War Memorial, Caso (2020, 345) finds something similar: the portrayal of

indigenous peoples demonstrates that they are important to Australia and have faced suffering



in the past. She argues, however, that the location of this discourse within this martial space
also places it inside ‘colonial structures of power.” The same could be argued for Charlie’s
discussion above. Whilst stopping short of a clear apology for the maltreatment of indigenous
service people, this sort of articulation arguably comes close. The affective dimension of
apology-related discourses is also interesting. Dolan (2022) argues that we should look
beyond apology “effectiveness” to ask what political work they perform. In this case, an
implied apology for past racism makes it feel like the maltreatment of indigenous people has
long been over, obscuring the oppression they face in current times, and making critique

harder.

The use of “Charlie” to present this information also highlights something about
epistemology in this space, especially around standpoints. With the face of a white man, he is
given authority. The bot’s portrayal in this way also simultaneously taps into the heroic
soldier myth and presents him as an ordinary young man, doing his duty (Millar and Tidy
2017). Someone who looks like him is presumed to have the right to speak about war and
conflict. Would he be credible with a different face and voice? Would these stories be
understood differently by those engaging with the bot? I tried to retain a criticality in my
engagement, though I could hazard a few guesses in this regard. The format of the website in
which the bot is located reinforces the sense that this is a first-hand account. The Anzac
Square website features a section of the page reminiscent of a social media messaging app
(Anzac Square & Memorial Galleries, n.d.-a). As you wait for “Charlie” to respond, three
dots jiggle inside a speech bubble, as though he is a human typing his reply. In a recent
article, Haigh (2024) makes the case that we can experience ‘vicarious militarised identity,’
and encouraging us to engage with a bot in this way is perhaps an effective way of calling

people into this subject position.

The role of Al in meaning making around war should be further understood. I note that, as I
was writing this article, I have used a variety of terms to refer to this piece of software:
Charlie, he, chatbot, Al bot, it, “Charlie.” Before submission, I had thought about smoothing
this out, to be consistent. It occurs to me, though, that this is a good demonstration of the
confusion and discomfort that people feel about Al: what is it? What is it intended to be?
What should it be? To reflect this ambivalence, I have left these descriptors as they are.
Further, I am aware that — in engaging with this chatbot — I am helping to train it. I have
mixed feelings about this. With my other, teaching hat on, for example, I will not use or

encourage Chat GPT or other similar software because I do not want to enhance its



capabilities. The landing page tells us that we can provide feedback, which ‘will assist with

improving the chatbot experience.’

My feelings are further complicated by the significant negative environmental and human
impact of Al use, highlighted years ago by Crawford and Joler (2018), but only more recently
gaining widespread attention as a problem. This is not the only Al-facilitated exhibit where
you can talk with veterans (for example, see McGill and Smith 2024), suggesting that this
style of information presentation is becoming more common. I would perhaps argue that this
represents a desire for authenticity, of a sort, and returns us to my earlier discussion of the
issue of authority in this space: it is harder to dispute accounts of war if they come “directly”
from veterans. It is the first one that [ have seen that enables public access through the
internet, anywhere in the world, however. In the above example of a New Orleans exhibit,
real veterans’ likenesses are used. This also raises wider questions of agency and ownership
of image rights, an issue more vexed given that not all veterans retain their support for
military activities (Tidy 2016). Understanding Al helps us better understand our own human

perspectives and biases. In a context of war and security, this is surely worth unpacking

further.
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