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The Afghan eXplorer
http://compcult.media.mit.edu/afghan_x/
T H E C O M P U T I N G C U L T U R E G R O U P, M I T M E D I A L A B
“In the First Amendment, the Founding Fathers gave
the free press the protection it must have to fulfill its
essential role in our democracy. The press was to serve
the governed, not the governors. The Government’s
power to censor the press was abolished so that the
press would remain forever free to censure the
Government. The press was protected so that it could
bare the secrets of government and inform the people ...
And paramount among the responsibilities of a free press
is the duty to prevent any part of the Government from
deceiving the people and sending them off to distant
lands to die of foreign fevers and foreign shot and shell”.
Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black
New York Times Co. v. United States
1971 6-3 Majority Opinion

>> Afghan Explorer is intended as a vehicle for personal knowledge acquisition, in
the belief that international peace can only come from mutual understanding.
As the most powerful, and arguably the most technologically advanced nation in the world,
it seems as if Americans should be able to get information at any time, from any place.
>> Economies of Scale
In fact, Americans are often information poor. Their reliance on low content mass media,
like USA Today and television news, means that they see relatively little news and
commentary, usually written for a seventh grade literacy level.
In contrast to European nations, our geographic isolation means that we seldom learn
foreign languages, and rarely meet people from other countries.
Isolation used to mean an isolationist foreign policy, but increasingly we find ourselves
‘peacekeeping’, or at war with people and regions we’ve barely heard of. Without an active
and unrestrained media, how can we, the people, decide if our elected representatives are
acting in our interest?
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>> Alien Reporting
Really, our only hope is for an aggressive media, which can help to tell us what’s going on,
both in peace time and in war. But since the Persian Gulf War, US reporters are disallowed
from freely covering events.
In Vietnam, for instance, journalists had self-imposed rules for how to protect our servicemen and operations from potential security breaches.
In the ten years of the Indochina conflict, out of several thousand US correspondents, none
had accreditation revoked for violating these rules, which the US Military also approved.
But during Desert Storm, reporters had to have military escorts wherever they went,
escorts who routinely would interrupt interviews if a soldier strayed from the official line.
Dispatches, still photographs and video footage were subject to military censorship.
Reporters operating outside the so-called pool system for wire services, newspapers and
networks were subject to military arrest.1
>> War Without Witnesses
Obviously the security of our troops is important, indeed, essential. But so is making sure
that the US involvement is appropriate, measured, and humane.
Yet Afghanistan is so far away, and our information about it so one-sided, that it is almost
invisible. In fact, it’s about as conceptually remote as Mars, yet teeming with intelligent life.
The US can send autonomous robots to the reaches of space, so why can’t we do the same
for geopolitical hotspots?
Experience has shown again and again that an informed, aroused public is the best disciplinarian of power, public or private. That’s why it’s so worrisome to see the obstacles that
the Pentagon is placing now in the way of direct, on-the-scene news coverage of the war on
terrorism… Power must always be disciplined, even in a cause as eminently just as this
one. And there is no discipline like information, freely gathered and widely disseminated.2
>> A Technology for Peace
The Afghan eXplorer is a technology to help international understanding. By allowing US
citizens, the ‘average Joe’, to be virtually present in the stunning natural beauty of
Afghanistan, and to remotely sense its ancient history and diverse people, we can only help
the current situation. And likewise, by allowing the Afghani people to get a sense of who we
are – not a Great Satan, but rather a peaceful, freedom-loving people -- we can only be
paving the way for peace and reconciliation.
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Enabled by global wireless technology, solar power, and sophisticated computing, the eXplorer
is able to navigate both urban and rural terrains. Its unique combination of hardware and
software allow it to gather video, image, sound, conduct two-way interviews, and interact with
local populations, even in areas deemed off-limits by the local and US military authorities.

