
 

THE WINGMAN RULE 
 

 
 

My definition of a rule: a problem-solving technique for faliable reasoning beings subject 
to physical laws, who Will to survive a chaotic, unknowable environment. 

Where do rules come from? From society? From an authority figure? Only for weak 
rules, introduced too quickly, and that will not remain. For rules I take seriously: that many such 
reasoning beings paid for the rule with the shape of their forms-- forever erased. The rule is in 
fact a kind of mold, revealed gradually by the expenditure of the spirits who unknowingly 
disobeyed it, remembered by others who watched them disappear. You think these rules 
emerge? I believe they surely exist: unknown by us, until we find their shape, by expending 
ours. Such rules can be found many times, by many beings, in many environments. 

You are a fighter pilot. 

 
And there is no rulebook yet. And there is only one of you, and the nature of the machine 

that surrounds you is primarily that it always moves forward in a three-dimensional space. The 
nature of you is that you can only see in a cone approximately 115 degrees forward-- you can 
swivel this view at will, with a thing called a neck. But the nature of the neck and the nature of 
your machine is such that you cannot see directly behind you-- you have a blind spot. 

In front and around you is chaos. And the chaotic nature of it cannot be understated: for 
even on days when the sky is empty-- that is when there is the most danger. Because that is 
when you will relax, and that is when you will least expect the end of all expecting. And you 
don’t know how many of the enemy there are. And you don’t know how many of them are better 
at this game than you. And when you see the enemy, you don’t know how many others you 
don’t see. And the ones you don’t see are the ones who will end you. 

Most kills are like this: 
 

 

 



 

No dogfight. Those happen, but are rare. Mostly, you fly forward, straining to track some 
distant dot and never see the one behind you until you no longer see anything at all. 

And you can see how this unfolds, with a few hundred, a few thousand, over time. Some 
pilots get very good at the game, and learn many tricks. But no matter how good they are… 
eventually their luck runs out. For no one can see behind themselves, while tracking the enemy 
out front. No one can look in seven places at once. No one will never be slow, never be late, 
never blink. And you know this but you do not wish to die. 

Someone tries a solution. The wingman rule: 
 

 
 

Now there are always two of you. And it helps if you get into trouble-- but new 
complications arrive. How to coordinate? What are your responsibilities to each other? Who 
does what when? 

Some wingmen are better than others. You have seen and been through many troubles, 
learned many tricks-- and lost a few wingmen along the way. You are given a new one, whom 
you have never met. What to tell them? You don’t know what they know. You don’t know how 
well they fly, how well they can fight. And even if you asked, and they told you, it would tell you 
little. What do you do? What can you possibly tell them? How do you condense thousands of 
hours of chaos-survival into a conversation? You give them a rule: 
 

Always stay in formation. 
 

That’s it? They might ask. That’s it. In the air, they take their position: 35 degrees, an 
imaginary line extending out the wing-- they put the nose of their machine on the line, and stay 
there. They spread out a little from you, and the distance allows your fields of view to overlap. 
You can see them, and they can see you. Every few seconds you swivel your neck to check 
each other’s 6: 

“Clear.” “Clear.” You are safe. There is no one else back there. You are safe. 
But now you make a turn, at speed. And the nature of the machines, and the nature of 

three dimensional space is this: 

 



 

 
 

He cannot stay in position. He can apply power, but your power matches his, and the 
laws of geometry that govern a turn ensure he will inevitably fall behind, onto your long 6, out of 
your field of view. He can still see you-- but you can no longer see him. And every second you 
cannot see him, he should assume he is about to die. What is the rule? 
 

Always stay in formation. 
 

And so he breaks position as you begin your turn-- deliberately leaves your field of view, 
to slide across the blind spot, and turns tighter through the addition of bank angle and pull-- and 
by the time you finish your turn, he is already there, 35 degrees, an imaginary line extending out 
the wing-- they put the nose of their machine on the line, and stay there. Only on the opposite 
side of you now. And you can see his 6, and he can see yours. He was only gone for a second. 
What was sacrificed? An unspoken idea many new wingmen attach to: that keeping their 
formation requires staying strictly to the Left or Right. 

 

 



 

 
 

“Clear.” “Clear.” You are safe. You are safe. 
If we do not look carefully-- the rule appears to have been broken, but it was nothing of 

the sort. For it was the upholding of the rule over time, the loyalty to the rule, and the loyalty to 
you, that allowed the wingman to generate this new sub-rule, to use flexible thinking-- to be 
open to new rules. For long before there was any sub-rule written down in any book-- pilots 
were doing this in practice. Because many pilots had found, many times, independently... 
something that worked. And if you continue to follow the one, higher rule, and continue day in 
and day out into chaos, you will find many such more: 
 

Always be climbing. 
 

Bracket behind. 
 

Sandwich the enemy. 
 

Concentrate your attack. 
 

Attack not in tandem-- but in turns, on one target. 
 

So that one wingman’s eyes always stay on the other, especially when the attacker must 
keep his eyes on the enemy. For that is when the watcher is most vulnerable-- and there is no 
rule to solve that, for we will always remain vulnerable. Only the goal of all good rule-makers is: 
less so, over time, as we learn more. 

 



 

 
 

And in the merge, as a dogfight begins, with opponents of unknown numbers, this 
chaotic competitive dance of entwined spirits who hate, the same principle expands, unfolds, 
into hundreds of sub-categories of governed behavior for unpredictable circumstances, rules 
and sub-rules the best pilots find, which seem over time to ensure the survival of those who 
hate a little less-- those who have more friends with them, those who work well with their 
friends, those who can remain calm under pressure, those who find better rules that allow them 
to do so. 

But many never find these rules. And many think they are better off on their own. And 
many find friends who do not play well with others. And many spurn their friends. And many 
pilots never lived to play any other games than this one. For the slightest sin against a rule, you 
may survive-- but surviving a sin, and not seeing the danger may trend you toward sin again. 
Trend you from right to wrong. Trend you from love to hate. Trend you from life to death. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 



 

Here is another rule. And this one was also paid for with many lives, in fact, many 
millions more, over many more years, and many today still pay for this rule, and the trend is 
uncertain, so we still need this rule: 
 

Love and listen to your enemies. 
 

That’s it? That’s it. And I claim: the wingman rule is the kind of rule you use only after 
this higher Rule has not been followed, by too many, too often. 

Whenever you must struggle with an enemy, it is not easy to love and listen. And there 
are times when it will seem like it is impossible. And you will have to use all of your feeling, and 
all of your Will, to find the way to break the Rule as little as possible in order to still follow 
the Rule. 

But if you really struggle to follow that higher Rule, all on your own, I believe you will be 
able to discover new rules that will be useful for a different kind of battle. A battle of words, 
thoughts, and ideas. 
 
 

Love and listen to your enemies. 
 

Make yourself kind in order to be strong. 
 

Learn their philosophy before you speak your own. 
 
Compete with the strongest version of their ideas possible. 
 
Attack your own ideas first, to make them stronger. 
 
Find all ideas you agree on, before you explore disagreement. 
 
Look for their best intentions, not their worst. 

 
Embrace ideas that are merely different, if they can live in the same world as yours. 

 
 
And if you can do this successfully… and honestly, and earnestly, and really listen, and 

really speak: I claim there is no limit to what you can accomplish. For the chaos many face 
today is as of yet crucially different from the chaos I described above: 

When you talk face to face, there are no machines of hate between you. You may 
always Will forward toward your goal, but you are not built only for harm. And no one can make 
you harm anyone else. Not if you decide that is not your Will. You have access to tactics that 
were unavailable to those pilots. You can still reach out to a person in front of you, masked by 
chaos, and make yourselves partners, instead of opponents. 
 

 



 

Then you will have a friend, with whom to compete and cooperate. To find how many 
more might join you, to help play this game and follow this rule: 
 

Listen to your enemies. So that they do not become enemies you can no longer talk to. 
 

If enough of you practice this. I believe your chances of survival will improve over time. 
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